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INTRODUCTION 
Maltese, one of the many small languages of Europe, is spoken by the about 
350,000 inhabitants of Malta and Gozo, and by a great number of Maltese 
immigrants in Canada, Australia and the United Kingdom It is the national 
language of the Republic of Мака, of which it shares with English the status of 
official language. Its position is in many ways comparable to that of Irish and 
Welsh, and also to that of Frisian, Basque and other minority languages in Europe. 
Like most minority languages, it is considered to be the true expression of the 
national culture by its nationals, in some cases even by those who do not speak it 
themselves. There is, however, one feature of Maltese that makes its position 
among the small languages of Europe quite unique. Where other nations take pride 
in their linguistic history and heritage, the Maltese have had, and in many cases still 
have, mixed feelings about the historical roots of their language. These, as will be 
shown in this book, go back to the Oriental Islamic culture, a culture which most 
Maltese consider to be totally foreign to their own, which is Christian and 
European. 
Although the roots of Maltese date back at least 900 years, it was rarely used as a 
written language before the nineteenth century. In this book, I want to trace the 
history of the Maltese language, not from a historical linguistic point of view, but 
from those sources which concern both Maltese history, and the history of Maltese 
linguistics. I want to find out how the views on the origin of Maltese have 
influenced, and in some way even given rise to the origin of, the field of Maltese 
studies. Maltese linguistic studies formed the start of a process of standardization, 
which resulted in the form of the language which we know today as Standard 
Maltese We will see how the Maltese linguists dealt with (he particular problem of 
a language spoken by a Christian and European people, but with obvious roots in 
Arabic, the language spoken by the Muslim archenemy. 
Chapter One deals with the study of Maltese in relation to Arabic and other 
Semitic languages in a general way, as an introduction to the basic theme of this 
book. In this chapter, I will also discuss briefly the place of Maltese within the field 
of modern Arabic dialectology, and its importance for the study of the historical 
development of the Arabic dialects in general. In Chapter Two, I will deal 
chronologically with the period of direct Muslim influence in Malta, from the Arab 
conquest in the late ninth century and its backgrounds, to the expulsion of the 
Maltese Muslims in the thirteenth century. In this chapter, I will also touch briefly 
upon the role of the seventeenth and eighteenth century Maltese historians of this 
period, who played such an important role in the later interpretation of the Muslim 
Era in Malta. Chapter Three will examine the linguistic and extra-linguistic factors 
which influenced the development of the Arabic vernacular spoken in Malta, 
between the end of the Muslim era in the thirteenth century, and the end of the rule 
of the Order of the Knights of St. John in 1798. In Chapter Four, I will present the 
earliest available textual material in Maltese, which will be analyzed for possible 
Classical Arabic influences. 
Chapter Five deals with the earliest Maltese Studies, with special attention to the 
influence which the knowledge of Arabic and other Semitic languages had on the 
development of Maltese studies. It win show how the earliest Maltese grammars 
and dictionaries were developed for very practical reasons, and how later, the 
question of the origins of the language became an important point of discussion. 
π INTRODUCTION 
Неге I will discuss the famous Punic theory which has influenced Maltese historical 
linguistics for a very long time. Chapter Six deals entirely with the standardization 
of Maltese, from die start of the process by Mikiel Anton Vassalli in the late 
eighteenth century, until the official recognition of the Maltese language by the 
government of Malta. The last chapter will be a discussion of the material gathered 
in this book and of the position of Arabic in present-day Malta. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
MALTESE AND ARABIC: A RELATIONSHIP IN HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE 
1.0 Introduction 
This chapter deals with the way the Maltese language has been studied in relation 
to Arabic and other Semitic languages. In the first part of the chapter, a historical 
overview of Maltese studies will be given, with special attention to the discussion 
about the origin of the language, and the role of Arabic in this discussion. The 
second part of the chapter deals with the place of Maltese within the field of 
modem Arabic dialectology, and its importance for the study of the historical 
development of the Arabic dialects. 
1.1 The Study of the Origins of the Maltese Language 
The earliest references to the language spoken by the inhabitants of the Maltese 
Islands date back to the early sixteenth century. They can be found in notarial 
deeds drawn up in Malta, in which it is often mentioned that a contract had to be 
explained to the notary's client 'in lingua mahensi', 'in melivetana et vernácula 
lingua' or 'in lingua meHtensi' (Wettinger & Fsadni 1968:22-23).» In 1541, Pope 
Paul Ш seems to have called the Maltese language 'Lingua Africana', and in the 
same year, a scribe of the Bishop's Court referred to it as 'lingua arabica sive 
vulgari Mehtensi' (Wettinger & Fsadni 1968.22-23); the Town Council of Valletta 
in 1592 made a remark on the Maltese language, saying that it was very different 
from Italian and other languages because it was Arabic (Wettinger & Fsadni 
198327-32). 
To foreigners visiting the headquarters of the Order of St. John in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, it was obvious that Maltese was closely related to Arabic. 
Phillip Skippon, who visited Malta on a voyage made in 1663 and 1664, remarks 
that '[t]he natives of the country speak little or no Italian, but a kind of Arabick, 
like that the Moors speak' (Skippon 1732624). An earlier visitor, Ffieronymus 
Megiser, who is said to have visited Malta in 1588, gives a list of 121 items in 
Maltese with their German translation, which he introduces as follows (Megiser 
1611; cf Cowan 1964) 
'Ein kurzes Specimen der Maltesischen Sprach oder Verdeutschung 
etlicher gemeiner worter der Africanischen oder Morischen sprach 
1
 It is also in one of these notanal deeds that a twenty-line poem in Maltese was discovered. This 
Cantilena dates back to the fifteenth century and is the oldest surviving text ш Maltese It was 
published by Wettinger and Fsadni in 1968 with a discussion of its historical context, its 
authorship, and an annotated translation The work was republished in a Maltese translation in 
1983, the Cantilena itself will be discussed below, Chapter Four, ρ 41ff 
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wie solche von akersher und noch heutigs tags in der Insul Maha 
gebreuchUch'.1 
Many other visitors to Мака have published descriptions of the islands, their 
people and their language. To mention only a few: Jean Quintín (1536), Furer ab 
Haimendorf (1621), H. Welsch (16S8), A. Jouvin de Rochefort (1672), В. 
Niderstedt (1710), Patrick Brydone (1774) and J.J. Bjömstahl (1780-83).3 
In a recently rediscovered anonymous grammar of the Makese language, which can 
be dated to the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century, Makese is also said to 
be Arabic4 (c£ Cassola 1988:19). However, although h was clear to both the 
Makese people and their foreign visitors alike, that Makese was a form of Arabic, 
no serious investigation into the exact relationship between these languages was 
undertaken. Such studies only came about from the early nineteenth century 
onwards, as a reaction against the theory of the Punic origin of Makese. 
This theory, according to which Makese was originally Punic, was already brought 
up by Jean Qumtin, or Quintinus, in his description of Malta made in the year 
1533.5 Later, the German Joseph Henricus Mahis (1688-1732) took к up again in 
his Specimen linguae Puntcae (1718), in which he gives a Makese version of the 
Lord's prayer, furnished to him by a Maltese Jesuit, Ribera de Gattis, who studied 
in Ingolstadt (cf. Cremona 1945:15-16), and Megiser's list of Makese words. 
Adelung, in his collection of the Lord's Prayer in various languages, gives three 
versions in Maltese, one of which is copied and amended from Mahis (Adelung 
1970:417). Mahis's study into the origins of Makese led him to the conclusion that 
this language was not of Arabic, but of Phoenician or Punic descent. This theory 
was readily accepted by the eighteenth century Makese grammarians G.P.F. Aghis 
De Soldanis and M.A. Vassalli, both of whom based their linguistic work on it. 
The subject of the origin of Makese led to a reaction from German and French 
Orientalists, who argued that Makese had many characteristics in common with the 
Maghrébine group of Arabic vernaculars (e.g. Gesenhis 1810 and Silvestre de Sacy 
1829; also Journal Étranger 1754,JJ:234ff. and Adelung 1970,I:414-419JV503; 
cf. Cremona 1945'15-20, and Fiick 1955:152). A very practical reaction to the 
Punic theory was given by the Swedish traveller Bjömstahl, who, while crossing 
the Mediterranean, observed (1780-83:217-218): 
'Die Araber reden ohne Schwierigkeit mit den Makesem, und 
verstehen einander sehr gut, obgleich das Makesische nach der 
Grammatik nicht völlig so rein ist, als was in Asien und Egypten 
gesprochen wird. Man sieht hieraus, wie unrichtig die Meinung 
derer ist, die behaupten, es sei nicht das Arabische, sondern die ake 
2
 The Maltese wordlists provided by Megiser and Skippon will be discussed below. Chapter Four, 
ρ 41ff 
3
 A closer study of the journals of these travellers, who often visited Malta as part of a Grand 
Tour to complete their education, could provide important material for the study of Malta's place 
in European history, but falls outside the scope of this work. For more information on this 
subject, cf Beckmann 1971 
4
 This work will be discussed below, Chapter Five, ρ 57ff 
5
 Quintinus' text can be found in Graevius 1725. 
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Punische Sprache, die allgemein auf der Insel Malta gesprochen 
wird' 
The scholarly discussion about the origins of Maltese lasted until well into the 
twentieth century, ш 1961, Grech proved that (1961:137-138): 
'there is no philological evidence that any traces of Punic remain in 
modem Mattese.[...] It is not impossible [...] that some words which 
are of common heritage (to both Phoenician and Arabic, MP) 
passed directly into Maltese from Phoenician, especially those 
which are common with Syrian, but there is no evidence for this, 
and, if we take into consideration the vast number of cases in which 
Maltese and Arabic agree against Phoenician, the presumption 
weighs heavily against direct transmission from Phoenician'. 
To him it is clear that: 
'[the] direct ancester [sic] [of Maltese] is the dialect of the 
Aghlabids who invaded Malta in the ninth century and came from 
North Africa. Whether Punic was still spoken in Maha before the 
Arabic invasion is a question which must remain unsolved for lack 
of evidence. As Malta formed part of the Byzantine Empire, it is 
more probable that the Maltese spoke Greek or Low Latin, as the 
Sicilians did, but whatever language was spoken was totally wiped 
out by the Aghlabids as happened in North Africa where the case 
for Punic is even stronger.' 
Now why was the Punic theory so important for the Maltese that they tried to keep 
it up for so long, even against the very strong arguments for an Arabic descent? 
David Cohen speaks of 'préventions d'ordre religieux conduisant à des hypothèses 
stérilisantes sur une origine non arabe (phénicienne, punique, 'cananénne'6 [sic])' 
(1966:1) as one of the obstacles to the real scholarly study of Maltese. Religious 
reasons did of course play an important role here, but in my opinion there are also 
other factors to be considered. The Punic theory fitted well into the concept of a 
Maltese civilization which was untouched by the various conquerors who ruled 
over the islands. The fact that the Maltese still speak Punic would confirm that 
Maltese civilization had been able to incorporate all the foreign influences without 
losing its identity, an identity which is expressed by the Maltese language. Whether 
the Punic theory really formed an obstacle to the study of Maltese can be 
questioned. Concluding from the large number of publications dedicated to the 
subject, one might say that it was the discussion of the origin of Maltese which 
formed the impetus for the study of Maltese. We will discuss the question of the 
Punic theory in detail in Chapter Five. 
The Canaamtic origin of Maltese was claimed by Annibale Preca 1880,1904, and 1905. 
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1.2 Maltese and the Arabic Dialects 
In the first decade of the twentieth century, a discussion arose between Stumme 
and Nöldeke, about the question to which particular group of Arabic dialects 
Maltese belonged. Stumme, in his work on Maltese folk- and fairy-tales, says in a 
footnote, that in his opinion Maltese originally belonged to the Syro-Arabic dialect 
group. The many Maghrébine features in Maltese, he explains as resulting from the 
influence of the nearby Maghreb (Stumme 1904:82-83,n. 1): 
'[D]as Maltesische ist im Grunde genommen gar kein Maghreb·, 
sondern ein Syro-Arabisch; durch die Nachbarschaft des Maghreb 
hat das Maltesische allerdings sehr viel maghrebiniscb.es Sprachgut 
in sich aufgenommen'. 
In Stumme's view, the Syro-Arabic from which Maltese had developed was 
exported from Syria very early (1904:83,n. 1): 
'Wir halten das Maltesische also fur ein Syro-Arabisch, das in der 
allerfrühesten Zeit des aufkommens des Arabischen in Syrien von 
dort exportiert wurde'. 
Stumme refers to a traditional Syrian folk tale about the origin of the Maltese, in 
which it is said that when 'Melek ed-Dahir' conquered Akko, the surviving 
Christians emigrated to Malta (1904:83,n.I).7 In a remarkably long review of 
Stumme's work, (of eighteen pages!), Nöldeke, besides giving a short grammatical 
outline of Maltese, lists his reasons for regarding this language as a Maghrebine-
Arabic dialect: it shares some very conspicuous features with the North African 
Arabic dialects, like the imperfect conjugation l.sg. with prefix и-, pi. with n- -u, 
and others. These features, Nöldeke argues, could not have been introduced 
through contacts with North African Muslims after Islam was banned from Malta, 
as Stumme claims, but must have been part of the language since much earlier 
times (Nöldeke 1904:905-908). 
The possibility of an early Syrian substratum in Maltese has been brought up again 
by Saydon in 1953, and by Alexander Borg in 1978. However, neither of these two 
has come up with sufficient data to support this theory (Saydon 1953:129; Alex. 
Borg 1978:166-167; 348). 
Recently, Maltese studies have drawn attention from the field of Arabic historical 
linguistics, where the origin of the Arabic vernaculars is a most important topic. It 
is now recognized that the study of the historical development of Maltese could 
throw more light on this question. Maltese is one of those special Arabic dialects 
which, at some time in their history, have become cut off from the influence of 
Classical Arabic. These so-called 'language islands', or peripheral dialects, have 
developed in a way which differs from that of the other, central dialects, because of 
their linguistic isolation from the 'parent' language. 
7
 Meant is probably al-Malik az-Zahir Baybars, the fourth Mamluk sultan, who ruled 1260-1277 
Akko only fell in 1291 (Hith 1974 6SS-658) We do not know how old this folktale is, but it is 
possible that it has only come about as an explanation for the act that the Order of St. John, who 
were 'the surviving Christians' of Akko, later found their way to Malta. 
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Arabic historical linguists state that Arabic as we know it today can be divided into 
two different language types. The Old Arabic language type is represented by 
Classical Arabic, the written language which is a standardized form of the Arabic 
used in pre-Islamic times, and by Modem Standard Arabic, the modernized form of 
Classical Arabic. The New Arabic language type is represented today by the 
modem Arabic dialects. Some features of this language type can, however, be 
traced back as far as the ninth century (c£ Fischer & Jastrow 1980: IS). Both forms 
of Arabic show a considerable degree of affinity, although there are also some 
quite conspicuous differences. In an article published in 19S9, Ferguson points out 
that the sedentary Arabic dialects as a group share a number of features which do 
not occur in Classical Arabic.8 Cohen (1970:110) adds seven more features to 
Ferguson's list, and Versteegh, using the information from Ferguson, Cohen, 
Jastrow & Fischer (1980:39-48), and his own observations in the field of syntax, 
comes to a total of thirty-four features which all sedentary Arabic dialects have in 
common, but which do not exist m Classical Arabic (Versteegh 1984:20-21).' 
These differences, which occur on the phonological, the morphological, the 
syntactic, as well as the lexical level, can only be explained within the framework of 
a theory about the origin of the New Arabic language type. 
Several theories about the emergence of New Arabic have been brought forward, 
but generally speaking, there are two contrasting points of view. Both are related 
to the language situation on the Arabian Peninsula before and immediately after the 
rise of Islam in the seventh century. The first point of view is that New Arabic 
already existed, alongside with Old Arabic, a long time before the rise of Islam. In 
Old Arabic, which was used for literary purposes only, the old inflectional endings 
(/ 'rah) were still functional. New Arabic, which was used for daily communication, 
did not use these endings and had a more analytical syntactic character. After the 
spread of the Arabic language which resulted from the Islamic conquests, this 
situation was continued. The various forms of New Arabic spoken by the 
conquering Arab Bedouins gradually developed into the modem Arabic dialects of 
today. This theory is supported by Vollers, A. Fischer, Spitäler, Wehr, and others 
(cf. Fischer & Jastrow 1980:15-17). 
The second point of view is that the emergence of New Arabic was a direct result 
of the Islamic conquests. Before the rise of Islam, all forms of Arabic which existed 
in the Arabian Peninsula belonged to the Old Arabic type. There were various 
regional and stylistic forms of Arabic, but the basic structure was always of the Old 
Arabic type. New Arabic emerged from the contact between the Arabic-speaking 
conquerors and the conquered peoples who had to leam Arabic from their new 
masters. This new language type emerged first in the cities, where the contact 
between Arabs and non-Arabs was the strongest, and then spread gradually. The 
nomadic Arab Bedouins were able to keep their Old Arabic dialects intact for at 
least some centuries, but through the growing influence of sedentary life and 
culture, these were replaced by New Arabic dialects. Supporters of this point of 
view are Nöldeke, Fück, Blau, Versteegh, and others (cf. Fischer & Jastrow 
1980:15-17). 
8
 We will not go in detail into Ferguson's explanation of this phenomenon here, but only mention 
these features to show the differences between Old Arabic and New Arabic 
We will have a closer look at a these features below, Chapter Four, ρ 4 Iff 
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Both theories were first formulated at the beginning of this century, but the 
discussion is still going on. Quite recently, Zwettler concluded that Old Arabic no 
longer existed as a spoken language, long before Muhammad's days. Therefore, all 
the dialects of the Arabian Peninsula must have been of the New Arabic type 
before the rise of Islam. In a reaction to this thesis, Blau points out that the pre-
Islamic dialects must have been Old Arabic, because none of the poems from this 
period show any traces of New Arabic influence, or of pseudo-corrections. Blau 
compares the emergence of New Arabic as a result of the contact with non-
Arabophones to that of the South African Afrikaans from Dutch. 
Versteegh elaborates on Blau's theory. He states that, as a result of the rapid 
spread of Islam, large numbers of speakers of various languages had to acquire the 
language of the conquerors in a short period of time, without any formal education. 
This led to the emergence of a pidginized form of Arabic, which in a later stage 
was creolized, and became the native language of the descendants of those who 
had used the pidgin Arabic. In the last stage of the process, the strong influence of 
the Old Arabic type in the form of Classical Arabic, the language of Islamic 
culture, resulted in a decreolization of this creolized Arabic. The result was a great 
variety of vernacular forms, and the emergence of a broad Arabic continuum 
between pure vernacular and Classical Arabic (Versteegh 1984; c£ Comrie 
1985:496-497). 
The differences between the various modem Arabic dialects are considerable, in 
some cases even to such a degree, that mutual understanding of speakers of 
different dialects is endangered, if not impossible. This divergence within the New 
Arabic language type is traditionally explained by pointing at the great 
geographical spread of the dialects, combined with the influence of the various 
substratum languages, as well as the divergences which existed already in the pre-
Islamic Arabic dialects. Diem ( 1978:128-130) points out however, that the modem 
dialects also show a very high degree of typological unity, and also, a very low 
degree of evolution in their relation to Old Arabic. Usually, the influence of the 
written medium, the language of culture and religion, is seen as the one reason why 
the divergence in the modem Arabic vernaculars is not as great as one would 
expect from looking at the divergent factors only. However, there are different 
points of view as to how the Arabic dialects developed under the influence of 
Classical Arabic. Those who claim that the New Arabic varieties already existed 
before the rise of Islam generally see the development of New Arabic as a 
gradually diverging one, where the divergence is being slowed down through the 
influence of Classical Arabic. Blau and Versteegh have a different opinion. Blau 
(1977:193) states that, because there was no dominant linguistic centre in the 
Islamic world, in theory one has to account for the following differentiating 
factors: the influence of whichever Old Arabic-speaking group was predominant 
among the various mixtures of the sedentary dialects, the degree of substratum 
influence, and the character of the native population. The convergent or unifying 
factors were more important than the divergent ones. Of course there was Classical 
Arabic, but there was also the common stratum of Old Arabic dialects. As Blau 
puts it (1977:193). 
'The actual basis of the dialects, the different mixtures of Old 
Arabic idioms, from which also the Neoarabic vernaculars 
originated, were not highly differentiated. In spite of their 
differences, the Old Arabic dialects were of the same linguistic type 
and, in all probability, as a rule mutually intelligible. Therefore, it is 
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likely that they did not differ too much from the very beginning and 
that they provided a not too heterogeneous basis for both Bedouin 
and Neoarabic dialects. These latter were, h is true, decisively 
influenced by the indigenous population among whom they arose, 
so that, apparently, the Neoarabic sedentary dialects were more 
diversified than the Bedouin idioms. Yet even the Neoarabic 
vernaculars had, from the beginning, much in common, owing to 
their common stratum of Old Arabic dialects.' 
Other unifying factors were, according to Blau, the mutual contacts between the 
dialects, as well as the 'general drift', the notion of a natural development inherent 
to an members of the Semitic language family (1977:193-194). In this point of 
view, the development of the New Arabic dialects is not a gradual process of 
divergence, slowed down by strong unifying factors, but rather a development of 
convergence: there was no dominant linguistic centre, and the various dialects 
were all quite different in origin. Through the influence of the unifying forces 
mentioned above, the modem Arabic dialects are now much less differentiated and 
show quite a homogeneous character. 
A similar point of view can be found in Versteegh's work, in which the importance 
of the Arabic language islands for the study of the development of New Arabic is 
stressed.10 Within Arabic dialect studies, the following language islands have been 
described: 
• the Arabic of Uzbekistan (Fischer 1961 ) 
• the Arabic of Afghanistan (Sirat 1973; Kieffer 1980) 
• Cypriot-Maronhe Arabic (Tsiapera 1969; Jastrow 1977; Newton 1964; 
Alex. Borg 1985) 
• the Arabic dialects of Central Anatolia (Sasse 1971; Jastrow 1973, 
1978) 
• Maltese (e.g. Aquilina 1970; Schabert 1978) 
• some African varieties of Arabic (Heine 1970) 
Traditional Arabic dialectologists like Diem and Jastrow see the differences 
between the dialects of the language islands and the central dialects in the higher 
degree of non-Arabic adstrate and substrate influence, and of corruptions, specific 
developments and other divergencies (Jastrow 1973:6; Diem 1978:133). Versteegh 
argues that the differences in the processes which language islands and central 
dialects have undergone, should not be overrated, because both dialect groups in 
essence show identical characteristics, although in the isolated dialects the 
influence of substrate and/or adstrate has been greater. Other differences are the 
absence of derivations from the Classical language, and of hypercorrections. 
Basically, however, he sees the dialects of the language islands as representing an 
earlier stage in the development of the central dialects. The differences between the 
10
 The term Language island or 'Sprachinsel' is taken from the studies of linguistic enclaves in 
Central and Eastern Europe where German was spoken in a predominantly Slavic surrounding. 
These studies show more interest for the 'Deutschtum', the German cultural inheritance as it was 
preserved in these enclaves, than for the German language itself (so e.g. Kuhn 1934). It was only 
later that the linguistic situation in such areas became the main object of scholarly interest. 
8 CHAPTER ONE 
two dialect groups can be explained as a result of the process of levelling towards 
Classical Arabic which has taken place, and is even still going on, in the central 
dialect area, but which never occurred or was interrupted in the language islands. 
1.3 Arabic Linguistics and Maltese Studies: Mutual Interests 
In the field of Arabic linguistics, Arabic historical linguistics have, up till now, 
profited most from the results of Maltese linguistics. As Maltese is one of the 
Arabic language islands, its historical development was different from that of the 
central Arabic dialects. Because the historical development of Maltese is rather 
well-documented, its study helps to throw more light on the question of the origin 
and development of the New Arabic language type. 
As we have seen in the first part of this chapter, it has taken a long time before the 
true origin of the Maltese language, and therefore the importance of Arabic 
linguistics for the development of Maltese studies, was recognized by the national 
Maltese linguists. Even today, a certain degree of arabophobia among Maltese 
linguists is present. The term 'Semitic' is often used, where 'Arabic' would have 
been more appropriate and exact (e.g. Aquilina 1959, Wettinger & Fsadni 1968; 
Agius 1990). 
As we shall see in the following chapters of this book, the process of 
standardization of Maltese, which started in the early nineteenth century, resulted 
in the official recognition of the Maltese language as the 'national language of 
Malta' by the Maltese government in 1934. Maltese today has its own standards of 
orthography and grammar, and is rightly considered to be a language which, at 
least socio-polMcauy, is independent from Arabic. 
Notwithstanding the strong negative feelings of the Maltese towards the Arabic 
language, knowledge of this language has played an important role in the historical 
development of the Maltese standard as we know it today. The influence of Arabic 
(and Semitic) linguistics on the historical development of Maltese will, therefore, 
be a central theme throughout this book. 
CHAPTER TWO 
MALTA: ITS ARABIZATION IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
2.0 Introduction 
As we have seen in the first chapter of this book, the origin of Maltese has been a 
topic of discussion amongst linguists and historians for a long time. It was clear 
that Maltese was a Semitic language, but how was it related to the other members 
of the Semitic language family? Was it a remnant of the old Punic language, 
brought there by the Carthaginians, or was it an Arabic dialect, brought by the 
Arabs from Ifirîqiyâ and Sicily? A possible way to find an answer to that question, 
apart from a purely linguistic investigation of modem Maltese, is to study Malta's 
history closely, especially the period when Maha was under the direct influence of 
Muslim Arabs. 
In this chapter, this period of direct Muslim influence in Malta will be dealt with 
chronologically. The Arab conquest and its backgrounds as well as the Muslim 
period itself will be discussed. Special reference will be given to the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century Maltese historians, who played an important role in the 
interpretation of what happened after the Arab conquest and during the period of 
Muslim rule in Maha. 
For a better understanding of the historical context of the whole discussion, it is 
worthwhile to start the chapter with a short overview of Malta's history. 
2.0.1 A brief Introduction to Malta's History 
From the times it was first colonized, Maha has played an important role in history, 
mainly due to its strategical position in the narrow channel between Sicily and 
Tunisia, dividing the Eastern from the Western Mediterranean Sea. Together with 
this strategic position, Malta had the advantages of possessing a large deep water 
harbour, and of being big enough to hold a large garrison. Of course, with the very 
much larger island of Sicily so near, (a distance of only 90 km), Malta's strategic 
position was important only when it was in the hands of a power other than that 
holding Sicily (cf. Luttrell 1975a: 18). 
The oldest traces of man in Malta date back to the fifth millenium before Christ, 
revealing a Neolithic level of cultural development. The many archaeologically 
interesting sites, like the Hal Saflieni Hypogeum and the Temples at Hagar Qim 
and Ggantija, show the gradual cultural development in prehistoric Maha. From 
the eighth century ВС the Phoenicians started to use Malta's natural harbours as a 
shelter during the winter season. 
After the Second Punic War, between the Carthaginians and the Romans, in 218 
ВС, Rome acquired control over Maha, but, according to Blouet, it is doubtful 
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whether the islands were ever thoroughly Romanized (Blouet 1984:32).1 As we 
have seen above, it has been suggested that, at that time, the Maltese spoke some 
kind of Phoenician, and there has been a discussion about whether, at the time of 
the Arab conquest, the Maltese stili spoke some kind of a Semitic language, or 
whether they used Greek or Latin (Saydon 1956; Aquilina 1976). In fact, we have 
to admit that we do not know much of Malta's history under the Romans. After 
Rome's power had declined in the fifth century AD, the Vandals, who had founded 
a kingdom in North Africa, ruled over Malta for some time. Nothing can be said 
about this period with any certainty (cf. Brown 1975:71-73). However, it is certain 
that Malta formed part of the Byzantine Empire from 533 until the Arab conquest 
in 870. 
Not much is known about life in Maha in this period. The rather meagre sources 
for this part of Maltese history are discussed by Brown (1975), who has also 
included material about the Arab invasion which ended the Byzantine period. His 
main conclusion is that Maha did not form 'a distinctive or important part of the 
Byzantine Empire' although, as he says, it participated in the many changes which 
occurred in the Central Mediterranean area between the sixth and the eleventh 
centuries (Brown 1975:86). 
The Byzantine period was ended by the Arab invasion of Malta in 870, which 
formed part of the conquest of Sicily.2 The period under the Arabs might have seen 
some changes in agriculture, with the possible introduction of irrigation techniques, 
cotton and citrus fruits. (Luttrell 1975a:28). 
Politically, the next change was brought about by the Norman Count Roger 
(d. 1101), who had previously established his kingdom in Sicily. As Maltese 
folklore would have it, this Roger freed the Christian Maltese people from their 
Muslim overlords, but as we shall see in the rest of this chapter, his conquest of 
Maha did not bring about any radical change in the life of the Maltese population 
(Luttrell 1975a:27). 
After Roger's death in 1101, Muslim power resurged and Malta had to be subdued 
again by Roger's son Roger Π in 1127. The Norman period in Malta ended in 
1194, when the islands became more closely integrated into the Sicilian Kingdom 
under Frederick Π of Hohenstaufen. This integration was increased even more 
after Frederick's reorganization of the kingdom around 1220 (c£ Luttrell 
1975a:35)3 In 1224, Frederick expelled a relatively large number of Muslims from 
Maha, and there was also Christian migration from Italy to Maha. Many Maltese 
Muslims, however, seem to have become Christians, probably to escape expulsion. 
Frederick Π died in 1250, and in 1268 Charles of Anjou took over from the 
Hohenstaufen dynasty. This change from a German to a French dynasty in 
Southern Italy and Sicily did not influence life in Malta greatly. In 1282, the 
Spanish House of Aragon took over Sicily, and kept it till long after 1530. Maha, 
1
 In the account of St Paul's shipwreck in Malta in 60 AD (Acts of the Apostles 28,1), the 
inhabitants are described as barbaroi, a term which seems to express the feet that they spoke 
neither Latin nor Greek. 
2
 The Arab conquest will be discussed in detail in 2 1, where Brown's material will be studied 
more closely 
3
 Between 1194 and 1220, Malta was m the hands of a succession of Counts from Genoa During 
this period a first influence of Latin on the local language might have occurred, but detailed 
information is lacking. 
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which could be considered as part of Sicily, was Aragonese until 1530, when it was 
granted to the homeless Order of St John of Jerusalem by Charles V.4 
Between the end of the Muslim period and the coming of the Order, Malta saw 
many changes. In the thirteenth century, Malta was a military and economic 
staging-post, both for the Kingdom of Sicily and for the more remote powers of 
the North Italian maritime republics, among which Genoa was most involved in 
Malta's affairs The Genoese needed the islands to protect their long-distance trade 
routes to the Holy Land and Egypt (cf. Abulafia 1975). Later, under the Angevins 
and the Aragonese, both Genoa and Venice had their interests in Malta.3 
In 1530, the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, one of the Knightly Orders founded in 
the Holy Land during the Crusades, arrived in Malta, which, together with a 
fortress in Tripoli, was granted to them by Charles V in 1524. The Order did not 
accept Charles's offer immediately, because the island's situation was unfavourable 
to them from a military point of view: the archipelago lacked sufficient 
fortifications, was heavily dependent on the import of necessary foodstuffs, and 
also lacked natural resources such as timber and other building materials; even 
labour forces would have to be imported However, as there was no alternative, 
the Order had to accept the offer. The conditions on which the islands were 
granted were very generous the Order was free of customary services, and 
although they would be vassals technically, in reality they could assume full 
sovereignty over Maha They had to proffer an annual fee of one falcon, and the 
Emperor had certain rights with regard to the nomination of the Bishop of Malta. 
If ever the Order was to leave Malta, the islands would return to Charles V or his 
successors.* 
In the early years of the Order's reign in Malta, a lot was undertaken to improve 
the defences. A siege by the Turks was long expected and feared. This siege 
eventually took place in 1565. However, Malta was heroically defended by the 
Order, assisted by the Maltese population.7 After this victory, the Order started to 
establish itself more firmly in Malta by investing large sums of money in the 
building of massive defence works like the new city and capital Valletta on Mount 
Xiberras. Under the Order Malta's growing population concentrated more and 
more in the towns which developed around Valletta and the Great Harbour, where 
the economic life flourished under the stimulating influence of the Order's large 
investments, not only in the islands' defences, but also in the building of the city of 
Valletta, which has been called 'an epitome of all Europe' (cf. Blouet 1984.88). 
The growth of the Maltese population under the Order, which ruled from 1530 till 
1798, can be illustrated by the following figures. In 1528, the total population was 
estimated at about 17,000, in 1590 at about 30,000, and at the end of the 
* The Order of St John of Jerusalem was expelled from Rhodes by the Turkish Sultan Suleyman 
the Magnificent in IS22 
3
 Luttrell gives more details on the various political changes in Malta's relations to the Sicilian 
Kingdom during the period before the coming of the Order (1975a.45-52) The social, economic 
and cultural developments in this period, which strongly influenced the linguistic situation in 
Malta, will be dealt with in Chapter Three, ρ 27ff 
4
 For more specific information about the history of the Order of St John, cf Wienand 1970 
7
 For an account of this siege, cf Galea 1965 and Bradford 1961 
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eighteenth century, it had grown to about 100,000, with about 40% of the people 
living in the urban region round Grand Harbour (Blouet 1984:70-75). 
In 1792, all the Order's possessions in France were confiscated after the French 
Revolution. This meant the loss of one-sixth of its total possessions, and of its 
economic basis. In 1798, Napoleon, on his way to Egypt, took the Maltese Islands 
and forced the Order to leave and give up its properties in Malta. The Maltese 
were not sorry to see the Order leave, but soon came to realize that the French did 
not bring them the political independence which they had expected from them. The 
harsh measurements against the Catholic Church in Malta, and the stripping of its 
belongings raised strong resistance among the Maltese, and eventually led to a 
revolt against the French garrison, which was besieged in Valletta. In 1800, the 
Maltese, aided by a blockade by the British Royal Navy, were able to force the 
French to surrender. 
In 1802, the Maltese made a formal request to the British Government that Malta 
remain attached to Britain, but in the Treaty of Amiens it was agreed among the 
great powers m Europe that Malta was to be restored to the Order of St. John. As 
hostilities between Britain and France restarted soon after the signing of the 
Amiens Treaty, preparations for a British departure were stopped. As the British 
naval forces realized the strategic value of the Maltese Islands, they decided not to 
hand them back to the Order, but to keep them as a naval base. Eventually, in 
1814, British presence in Malta was recognized by the European powers. From 
that time onward, not only did the British increase their military activities in Malta, 
but they also started to reorganize its civil affairs. Several Commissions of Inquiry 
were sent from London to investigate into non-military matters, the first in 1812, a 
second one in 1836. These commissions reported on many facets of local life in 
Malta: the legal system, the Church, education, agriculture, trade and industry. The 
influence of British domination in Malta on such matters as the linguistic situation 
and the development of the Maltese language as a written language will be 
discussed in Chapter Six.8 
Malta remained a British colony until 1964, when the Maltese were granted 
independence, although a British naval basis was kept there until 1979. At first, 
Malta was part of the Commonwealth, acknowledging the British Queen as Head 
of State, but in 1974, Malta became a Republic with a President appointed by 
Parliament. 
2.0.2 A Discussion of the Sources 
The Arabic sources on Malta from the classical period are not abundant in number. 
Usually, they are only short references made by Arab geographers and historians, 
and sometimes we cannot even be sure whether they actually describe Malta at alL 
The geographers' texts may raise some doubt as to whether the island described is 
really Malta, and not some other central Mediterranean island (c£ Redjala 
1973:206). Most of these texts can be found in the collection of Amari (1880-81, 
1933-39, 1971), and are discussed by Mingenti (1965), who also gives additional 
information and comments. Redjala (1973) gives a French translation of Amari's 
texts, and adds a few texts which are not mentioned in Amari's collection.9 Only 
For a thorough historical study of Malta's British period cf. Latería 1938 and 1947. 
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recently, a hitherto unknown reference to Malta by the geographer al-Himyari 
(d. 900/1494) has been published by Joseph Brincat (1991). This text contains 
important information about the period between 870 and 1054 AD.1 0 
Apart from the Arabic texts, there are Christian sources which contain references 
to Maha. In Busuttil (1969), Greek texts from 530-870 AD on the history of Malta 
are collected without any translation or comment. According to Brown (1975:81), 
these sources contain little or no useful information on Muslim Malta. Talbi 
mentions a letter from a Greek monk called Theodoshis, who describes how the 
Archbishop of Syracuse was taken to a prison in Palermo in 878, after the Arabs 
had captured his city. In this prison he met the unnamed Bishop of Malta in chains 
(Talbi 1966:D,715-716; cf. Brown 197583 and Wettinger 1984:25). There is also 
the Greek Chronicle of Cambridge, written in the eleventh century in Cassano in 
Calabria (c£ Amari 1880-811.279). 
For the reconquest of Malta by the Normans in 1090, there is an account of about 
a thousand words by another monk, called Goffredus Malaterra, who describes the 
coming of Count Roger to Malta (Pontieri 1927:94-96; cf. Luttrell 1975a:31 and 
Wettinger 198425) Bishop Burchard, passing Maha on his way to Saladin as 
ambassador for the Holy Roman Emperor in 1175, gives an interesting reference to 
Maha, remarking that the island is inhabited by 'Saracens'11 (Luttrell 1975a32; c£ 
Wettinger 1984.25). Furthermore, there exists an official report on Maha from 
1240 by Abate Gilibertus which gives a set of figures for the communities of 
Muslims, Jews and Christians in Malta and Gozo (Winkelmann 1880.713-715; cf 
Luttrell 1975a.38-40)" 
For the Arab period, archaeological findings are scanty. A number of Muslim 
tombstones were discovered in 1881 and during the 1920's.13 ΑΠ the dated 
tombstones belong to the Norman period, but apart from the dates, little can be 
learned from the texts. They only contain Muslim names and a number of 
quotations from the Koran. There are no surviving Muslim buildings, a fact which 
Wettinger explains by a possible destruction after a Christian reconquest, as has 
happened in Sicily, or to the perishibilhy of the Maltese stone used for building. 
Furthermore, there has been no archaeological digging yet in the most likely 
Muslim shes: Mdina and the Citadel of Rabat on Gozo (Wettinger 1984:25). 
Results from some of the archaeological work that has been undertaken were 
published in the reports of theMissione Archeologica (1962-1970). 
The secondary sources for this period are, again, not very plentiful. The most 
important and comprehensive work is doubtless Medieval Malta, Studies on Malta 
Before the Knights (Luttrell 1975), which contains a very useful introduction of 70 
pages to the subject by Luttrell, the editor of the book, and a number of articles on 
various subjects, such as Brown's discussion of the Greek sources for Byzantine 
9
 As Wettinger (1984 25) nghtly points out, Redjala missed the reference to Malta made in the 
anonymous Kitâb ai- 'uyún (Saidi 1972, the work probably dates from the 12th or 13th century), 
which is used by Talbi (1966) in his history of the Aghlabid dynasty (cf below, 2 11) 
10
 Cf below, ρ 14 
1 1
 Ал interesting remark, because one can wonder how he came to that conclusion Was it the 
language of the inhabitants, or their religion, or both? 
1 2
 This report will be discussed in detail in Chapter Three, ρ 27 
1 3
 The (Arabic) texts on these stones are published by Rossi 1929 
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Malta (Brown 1975), Cassar Pullicino's work on Norman Legends in Malta 
(Cassar Pullicino 1975), and Wettinger's study of the lost villages and hamlets of 
Mata (Wettinger 1973). 
A second important work for this period is Wettinger's "The Arabs in Malta" 
(Wettinger 1984), in which the author discusses the existing theories about the 
Arabization and Islamization of Malta. He also discusses the possibility of a total 
repopulation of Malta by the Arab conquerors, which in his opinion might account 
for the fact that all the Maltese place-names from the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries are of Semitic origin. In his opinion, a repeopling of the Maltese islands 
by the Muslim conquerors is highly probable if it can be proven that these place-
names are not of Punic origin. 
Only recently, Joseph Brincat published some new insights into the period of 
Muslim rule in Malta, based on the Arabic text by al-Himyari mentioned above 
(Brincat 1991). As this text provides us with new evidence on Muslim Malta, it 
will be reproduced here both in Arabic, and its English translation: 
jjrx u > j JJÎJI I 3 s Аз У-У^ Ч . Ь - І ' j ¿À-" ^ ^ Л * ^ J с*·*—и *•** J¿ ^ ^ J 
. r j > i^SLi oir j JJS/I oy, j , к ^ LH»J **· 
J* J* Δ I ÎiL j ^ l j i l J-i-l ¿ri Δ \ x* ,j,\ f Li XP c^lji! οι Δ t iaWj (¿V f ^ 1 ^ u l > J 
O ^ U L I »Ц, ^ j j - l l y» IJL» ^ i U j U r t ^ ,^Li ^ i » j+i v ^ S l l ¿, Δ t -L* ¿¡ ^ ¿(I x*-t 
Л Δ i x * y\ ^Si сь
у
 Δ i x * ^ t л ι ^ ώ .u , * ι # ¿л o U j u ^ u j jprijlij >L¡ I I .J 
¿ ^ . ij^bü x ^ ¿. « i j - , ^ ι ι ώ-j yi j (^л ώ-ы ut «,u* j ¡ j - * / j g i - ;>.* «u* 
¿ , JLlHll J ^ j «Lf je- \уу** L. I j - j l j - ^ j l * — » r V »ja-1 I T J J - * W&* s)Ai ^ 1 * 
^ «i- ¿JJi OITj] i > ¿ ^ Jl ¿JÜLdl j j»Jl u) V b i - j - j tf-i» . . r - i V ^ i* * U * u - ^ 
j j j l Oi» о«-Ч 0>LiJl I + U O Í 01S~ Ulj *UÎ js¿ «jj* «WU ·>;*· ¿Ili Хч c - i J [OÍ¿4J úSr->\> 
.ilL·* ,,^Α X t «^ J—IJ 0jjíLiJIj * J , j І+Ь-ljr- ι} *íj^J ^J*^ 0 j jL-J l j OjS^ U ¿£,t Ifci 
«J* cJtf" U ^ l O J I * (J LJ^JU I л j O^-L-ll U ^ i ^ a i j * SîU-ijMlj o-ijSH JUj ois* U i 
JL+U JLlilj fcjJUj ^  úy^- i ' »Jj-»·» JJL*J «JS^ 4-*V 0 a l —o' j Os4jb ir>- b - f J> U l>» 
«jeuii ал* ÙJJL- I I
 ir*~1» J i ^ i j *L -J I j* ч\ \y\» ouS/i o^-i-li ^ L j ^ i ^ j ^ 
: μ ijJlij f ^ ^ ^ * » f ^ » lao*· j a l ,μιj-U-y f > J - * l^*-t
 г
' yU-jjt y i (^ jJ-ry ,^- i i t o* 
¿лі- jly-t ^ t i Ц^І ¿^. r^ i l j l i b ¿JJi j . ^ 3 LjJU· Jla J U ^ i ^ l ; 01 ^ i 
a*y «»I«- ó l i i - l j^l* SfUi. j «Jj ^S/I ¿* v*l£j »«_*- 4ÍJU¡ ДІ liOa-J öS L. VU Ait ^ j 
Ijjlîj I j i -y ,^,1* J * j y. ¿> I Ijy^^-lj ^ > Ь J Î j ! ^ J * lj~--»tj ^ l i D i j * J ^ l 
^ О-Лі· 'У> V-*^1 f«51-1*' ^>» J >-*•*) J ^ 1 r*4* ¿>'j ./-«»Λ J1*' ¿ ! , * * -^ J»^l j>)l 
Г»·*** i ^ J "^'J > W- Г+^' U Г** •> ù>J-i·1 ^ j^'j r»-^1 J^1 J-^-J ¿ίλ 
'MALTA: One of the islands which lie close to the island of Sicily, from Messina in 
the direction of Mecca. Between it and (Sicily) there is one strait. Formerly it 
belonged to the Muslims, and it has harbours set up for ships. Its trees are the pine, 
the juniper, and the olive-tree, its length is thirty miles and in it there is a city of 
ancient origin. It was inhabited by the Byzantines. 
It was raided by Kalaf al-Kâdim, a mawià of Ziyâdat Allah bn Ibrahim, at the time 
of Abu 'Abd Allah Muhammad bn Ahmad [known as Abu Ί-oarânîq, MP], the 
nephew of Ziyâdat Allah, with the help of Ahmad bn 'Umar bn 'Abd Allah bn al-
Aglab, and it is he who suffered for its cause. This Kalaf is the one known for 
building mosques, bridges and cisterns. He besieged it and died during the siege. 
They then wrote to Abu 'Abd Allah about bis death, and Abu 'Abd Allah wrote to 
his Governor in Sicily, Muhammad bn Kafiga, to send them a leader; so he sent 
them Sawâda bn Muhammad, and they captured the fortress of Malta and took its 
ruler 'Amros prisoner. They demolished its fortress, and they looted, and 
desecrated whatever they could not carry. From the churches of Maha the 
materials were carried to Ahmad with which he built his castle in Sûsa, which 
stretches out into in the sea, and which can be reached over an arched bridge (and 
that was in the year 255 [=868/869 AD]). After that, the island of Malta remained 
an uninhabited ruin. It was, however, visited by shipbuilders, because its wood is 
the strongest available, by fishermen, because of the abundance and tastiness of the 
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fish around its shores, and by collectors of honey, because that is the most 
abundant thing there. 
After the year 440 [=1048/1049 AD], the Muslims repopulated h and built its city, 
and it became even more perfect than it had been. In the year 445 (=1053/1054 
AD) the Byzantines attacked it with many ships and in great numbers. They 
besieged the Muslims in the city. The siege was unbearable to them, and they 
hoped to overcome them, and the Muslims asked them for pardon. They refused it, 
except if they surrendered the women and the belongings. The Muslims then 
counted the number of fighters among them, and found them to be about 400. 
After that they counted their slaves, and found that they were more numerous than 
themselves. They gathered them, and said: 'If you are loyal to us in our struggle 
against our enemy, and you go to the extreme and end up where we do, you will be 
free men, we shall take you as our equals, we shall give you our daughters in 
marriage, and we shall share our possessions with you, but if you hesitate and 
abandon us, your fate will be the same captivity and bondage as will be ours, and 
your position win be even worse, because with us, one may be bought free by a 
friend or relative, or freed from imprisonment by his patron, or his community 
might save him by its support'. The slaves, of their own accord, promised more 
than they had thought they would, and they found them rushing to fight against 
their enemy even faster than themselves. When the people got up on the morning 
of the next day, the Byzantines came towards them early, as is their habit. On that 
day they hoped to overcome them and take them prisoners. But the Muslims had 
prepared themselves very well to face them, and with foresight, they came up early 
to fight them, and they asked the Almighty God to help them to win. They marched 
on and stormed towards them, throwing them down with spears and beating them 
with swords, without fear or turning away, trusting to obtain either of two fine 
goals: a quick triumph or a later victory [in the hereafter, MP]. And God Almighty 
provided them with support, and poured out steadfastness over them. He cast fear 
into the hearts of their enemies, and they fled defeated without looking back, and 
most of them were massacred. The Muslims took possession of their ships, and 
only one of them escaped. Their slaves acquired the state of free men, and they 
were given what had been promised to them After that, the enemy feared them, 
and none of them disturbed them for some time.' 
The main conclusion from this text is, that Malta was an uninhabited island for 
most of the years of Muslim rule. It was only in 1048 AD that it was colonized 
again. 
Luttrell, in his introductory article in Medieval Malta, deals quite extensively with 
the seventeenth and eighteenth century sources for the Muslim period (1975a:29-
34). The first attempt to cover the whole history of medieval Malta is the 
Descrittione di Malta, published in Malta in 1647 by the Maltese Gian Francesco 
Abela and reprinted in 1725 in Latin in the fifteenth volume of Johannes Graevhis's 
Thesaurus Antiquitatum et Htstorarum Sialiae. It was re-edited in Malta in two 
volumes under the title Malta Illustrata by Giovannantonio Ciantar in 1771 and 
1780. For the earlier medieval period Abela used published chronicles, and 
histories such as those of the historians of Sicily Rocco Pini and Tomasso Fazello, 
but rather uncritically and often without naming sources. Luttrell (1975a:2) says: 
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'Abela utilized unreliable materials and he introduced into his work 
an extensive mythology, a good deal of which survives both as 
popular folk-lore and, unfortunately, in learned works whose 
authors still tend to regard him as quasi-infallible.' 
He also says that Abela was ready to 
'repeat all manner of legends and to misinterpret documents in 
order to sustain those beliefs, natural to a patrician Maltese cleric, 
according to which Malta was essentially European and Christian 
rather than African and Muslim'. 
2.1 The Arab Period (870-1090) 
2.1.1 The Historical Backgrounds to Malta's Conquest: theAghlabids and Sicily 
From the time of 'Utmân's caliphate (644-656 AD), the Arab conquerors had 
thrust through Egypt, Cyrenaica and Triporrtania into the Byzantine province of 
Africa, the later Ifrîqiyâ. At first, these expeditions were nothing but mere raids, 
but in 670, Qayrawân was founded as a base for further operations against the 
local Berber population, which resisted the Arabs for quite a long time. The 
conquest of the coastal provinces of Ifrîqiyâ was not possible until a strong enough 
Muslim fleet was buih to support land attacks from sea. After the fall of Carthage, 
Tunis was founded as a new harbour for part of the Muslim fleet. The Ifrîqiyâ fleet 
was used for raids on the central Mediterranean islands, especially Sardinia and 
Sicily. In the first half of the eighth century, about twenty of these raids took place 
(Talbi 1966:386-388). According to Lewis, the main purpose of these actions was 
to keep the Byzantine fleet busy in the central part of the Mediterranean, and thus 
prevent it from defending the Western part of the Maghreb and Spain (Lewis 
1951:65). 
After 752 AD, no expeditions against Sicihy took place from North Africa for a 
period of about fifty years. Possibly this was a result of the Arab fleet's defeat near 
Cyprus in 747 (Lewis 1951:69-70). After the rise of the Abbasids in 750, revolts 
broke out among the Berbers in Ifrîqiyâ. One of the officers sent to suppress these 
insurrections was al-Aglab, who became governor of Ifrîqiyâ in 765. Under his son 
Ibrahim the family was given the irrevocable and hereditary title of Amir of this 
province, a position which the Aghlabid family kept until the end of the dynasty in 
909 AD (Talbi 1966:86-109). 
At the time the Aghlabids rose to power, Muslim sea power was growing again, 
especially in the Western Mediterranean. Sardinia, Corsica, Sicily, and the smaller 
islands surrounding them, came under increasing pressure, but whether Malta was 
ever attacked in this early period is not certain. We do know that before 821, these 
attacks were mainly undertaken from Spain (Talbi 1966:391-392). 
The raid on Sardinia in 821 AD ended a period of detente between Ifrîqiyâ and the 
Christians of Sicily and Sardinia. Talbi lists a number of reasons why the Aghlabids 
broke their peace treaty with Sicily: the first is that a number of religious leaders in 
Ifrîqiyâ regarded this treaty as a violation of the principle oïgihâd ('Ногу War'). 
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The second reason is the possible loss of importance of the old trade route between 
Europe and Asia via Sicily and North Africa, which was replaced by the sea route 
via Venice and Byzantium, and perhaps also by the land route through Kiev. This 
resulted in the loss of part of the revenues of the Aghlabids (Talbi 1966:404). 
Attacks against Sicily started in June 827, when a large fleet of seventy ships 
landed at Mazara, carrying an army of ten thousand men, consisting of Arabs, 
Berbers, Andatusians, and members of the ¿und, the personal guard of the 
Aghlabids (Ibn 'Idârî, al-Bayân 1:102; cf. Talbi 1966:419). Between 827 and 831, 
the year that saw the fall of Palermo, the Muslims took the Western part of Sicily. 
Much more time was needed to conquer the rest of the island. The cities on the 
east coast only gave up after long sieges: Castrogiovanni fell in 859, Syracuse in 
878, and Taormina in 902. 
2.1.2 The Arab Conquest of Malta 
Although the Muslim fleet was active in the Central Mediterranean from the 
second half of the seventh century, nothing is known of any activity against Malta 
before the ninth century. It has been suggested that Malta was in Muslim hands 
before the fall of Palermo in 831, among others by De Goeje14, and by Mingenti 
(1965: 18). According to Ibn al-Atìr the governor of Muslim Sicuy, Abu '1-Aglab 
Ibrahim, sent a fleet to the islands near Sicily in 835-836 AD. On account of this, 
Rossi (1929:429) states that Malta must have been under Arab influence quite 
early. To him, it was unlikely that the Arabs did not attack Malta until 869. 
According to Brown, however, it is not very probable that the Muslims took Malta 
this early for strategic reasons. The earliest Muslim actions in the conquest of 
Sicily were directed from Sûsa (or Sousse, as it is known today) against the 
Western part of the island, and there was no concern for an area as far to the east 
as Malta (Brown 1975:82). Had there been early contacts between the Arabs and 
Malta, these could have been nothing more than raids, not important enough for 
the Arab historians to report. 
All Arabic and Greek sources agree on a later date of conquest. Ibn Kaldûn {Târtk 
Г :430) gives the year 255 AH (868-869 AD), and Ibn al-Katib gives Gumâda I of 
the year 261 AH (11 February-12 March 875 AD).1S Ibn al-Atir recorded that 
Muhammad bn Ahmad bn al-Aglab, the Amir of Qayrawân, sent an army as a relief 
force to Malta which was besieged by the Byzantines, in 256 AH (869-870 AD). 
The Byzantines fled after hearing of the coming of the Arab relief force (Ibn al-
Atîr, al-Kâtral П: 109). The anonymous Kitâb al- 'uyûn mentions that Malta was 
taken by the Amir Habas! bn 'Umar bn 'Abd Allah bn al-Aglab,16 three days before 
the end of of Ramadan 256 AH (28 August 870), under the government of Amir 
Muhammad bn Ahmad bn al-Aglab, known as Abu Ί-Garânîq (c£ Saidi 1972:13). 
This last date is confirmed by the Chronicle of Cambridge which was written in 
14
 As cited by Noldeke 1904 905n 2 
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 Ibn al-Katîb clearly connues the date of conquest with that of the death of the Aghlabid Amir 
under whom Malta was conquered, Abu Ί-Garânîq (Muhammad bn Ahmad bn al-Aglab), cf. 
Redjala 1973 205 
16
 This person seems to be the Ahmad bn 'Umar bn 'Abd Allah whom al-Himyari mentions as 
the conqueror of Malta 
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Greek17 in the eleventh century in Cassano in Calabria. According to this chronicle, 
the island of Mehta (Malta) was taken by the Arabs on the 29th of August 870 
AD18 (cf. Vasiliev 1950:99). 
Al-Himyari says that Maha was taken in 255 AH, and that the ruler of Maha, 
Amros, was taken prisoner. The fortress was demolished, and what the Arabs 
could not take, they looted and desecrated. Materials from the churches of Maha 
were taken to Tunis. 
In conclusion, one might say that Malta was in the hands of the Arabs by 870, but 
the exact date of conquest is doubtful The attitude of the Arabs towards the 
Christian population of Maha seems doubtful too, but al-Himyari's text shows that 
some modem historians, who have suggested that the Arab conquerors showed an 
unusual hostility towards the Maltese population, could have been right. The letter 
from Theodosius, who describes how the Archbishop of Palermo met the bishop of 
Maha in prison in Palermo,19 as well as archaeological evidence, which shows a 
sudden destruction of the important church of Tas-Silg in the ninth century 
(Cagiano de Azevedo 1975:89-93), seem to support the information given by 
al-Himyari. 
Talbi suggests that the reason for this hostility might have been the fact that the 
Maltese had broken their treaty with the Muslims by supporting the Byzantines in 
their attempt to reconquer the island, as was recorded by Ibn al-Atîr (Talbi 
1966:475-476).»· 
Wettinger's theory of a total repopulation of Maha by Arabic-speaking people 
after the expulsion of the original population, which he bases on onomastic 
evidence, seems also to be supported by al-Himyari's text. According to this 
Arabic text, Maha remained uninhabited for nearby 180 years. This is confirmed by 
Ibn Hawqal, who describes Maha as one of the uninhabited islands of the 
Mediterranean.21 Wettinger's argumentation is as follows: if it could be proven that 
the pre-Arabic language spoken in Malta was Greek or Low Latin, and not Punic, 
this theory of repopulation is highly probable, because 99% of the Maltese place-
names recorded in fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth century documents are of 
Semitic origin. If the pre-Arabic language of Maha was not Punic, this can only be 
explained by a total repopulation of the islands (Wettinger 1984.26)." 
17
 Not Arabic, as Wettinger (1984 26) states 
18
 For the difference of one day with the date given by the Kitâb al- 'uyûn, ci Brown 1975 83 
" C f above,ρ 13 
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 In the Κι tab al- 'uyûn, the historian Ibn al-Gazzâr (d.1004) is cited, describing an inscription 
on the palace of Habasî bn 'Umar, stating that 'every hewn stone and every marble column was 
brought here from the attack on Malta by Habasî bn 'Umar', Saldi 1972 13) Talbi has read the 
word for 'attack', kabsa, as ktmisa, 'church', an interpretation which would corroborate his 
theory Al-Himyari confirms the information about the attack on Malta and the fact that stones 
and columns were taken to Ifrîqiyâ 
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 Cf Redjala 1973 203 
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 Wettinger seems to forget that it is of course very well possible to determine whether a place 
name is of Punic or of Arabic origin 
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From what is said above, it may be clear that an occupation of Matta was not a 
primary goal for the Aghlabids. The occupation happened relatively late, and it is 
probable that its goal was merely a strategic strike against the Byzantines, 
preventing them from using Malta's natural harbours as a naval base from which a 
siege of Sicily's East coast by the Arabs could be broken. At first, Byzantine Malta 
did not threaten the lines of communication between Ifrîqiyâ and Sicily, because 
the latter was conquered from the West to the East. When the cities on the East 
coast were besieged by the Arabs, however, Malta had to be taken by the Muslims 
to prevent a naval attack in the back. The Aghlabids showed an unusual hostility 
towards the local population, and left the island in ruins after looting and 
destroying its main buildings. If al-Himyari is right, and there is little reason to 
doubt that he is, the island was repopulated and rebuilt some 180 years after its 
destruction in 870 AD. As Brincat (1991:7) points out, this would explain 'the 
total and abrupt change of language, the lack of linguistic substratum and the 
absence of archaeological evidence from the Arab period.' Here we should also 
note the remark made by Ibn Hawqal, about Malta being an uninhabited island.21 
2.2 Muslim Malta 
One of the main questions for the Maltese historians of this period is concerned 
with the survival of Christianity under Islam Principally, this question is related to 
the fate of the original Maltese population. Brincat supposes that a large scale 
massacre was possible in the city, around the harbours and in the areas in between, 
but that it seems hard to imagine that there was a relentless hounding of the 
countryside, where people may even have been living or hiding in caves. There may 
have been some form of continuity of Maltese ethnicity throughout the 180 years, 
but this must have been too small to leave marks in the civilization which arose in 
1048-1049 (Brincat 1991:7-8). 
Al-Himyari's account of the Byzantines' attack against Malta in the year 445 AH 
(1053-1054 AD) is supported by al-Qazwînî, who mentions a Byzantine attack 
against Malta after 440 AH (1048-49 AD): 
'The Rum (the Byzantines) attacked the island, fighting the 
inhabitants and demanding from them riches and women. The 
Muslims gathered together and counted their numbers. It turned out 
that the slaves outnumbered the free men, so these said to their 
slaves: fight with us, and if we win, you will be free, and we shall 
share with you all that we own. If not, we shall be killed, and so will 
you. When the Rum approached, they attacked together and 
managed to drive them away, killing many of them. The slaves were 
then raised to the status of free men.'14 
Most Maltese historians have interpreted this incident as a pact between the 
Muslim rulers and the indigenous Christian Maltese slaves. However, Wettinger 
MCf. footnote 21. 
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 Translated from the original Arabic text, al-Qazwînî, alar. 240-242, cf. also al-Himyari's text. 
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points out that it is not very nkety that the Christian slaves would have fought 
against a Byzantine force, which would have brought them freedom, not death, as 
al-Qazwînî's text says (Wettinger 1984:27). Brincat, who of course has the 
information from al-Himyari which Wettinger had not, is more precise in his views 
on the matter: he estimates the total population of the Muslim Malta community at 
roughly 2,000 Muslims and about 3,000 slaves. The total of about 5,000 
inhabitants in 1053-1054 AD is within the limits of previous estimates (Blouet 
1984:36). He says that because the distinction between Muslims and slaves is quite 
clear, this implies that the slaves were not Muslims, and probably not Arabs nor 
Berbers. Any Maltese survivors from the 870 massacre would have been integrated 
with the new settlers, probably among the slaves. The slaves brought to Malta by 
the Muslims, he goes on, possibly were Sicilians and Slavs (both Christians and ex-
Christian converts), and this¿ he says further, would solve 'the problem of the 
Maltese Semitic terms relating to the Christian religion', which points to these 
terms being brought over by Arabic-speaking Christians from Sicily (Brincat 
1991:8-9). 
From Malaterra's description of the Norman conquest of Malta by Count Roger in 
1090, we know that there was a military commander called gaitus or caid (Arabic 
qd 'id), but nothing is known about the organization of Malta's administration 
under Muslim rule. What we do know is that a treaty was signed between Roger 
and this anonymous qd 'id on the following terms: the recognition of Roger as 
overlord by the islanders, and the payment of a tribute consisting of horses, mules, 
arms, and 'infinita pecunia', as well as an annual tribute. Furthermore, all the 
Christian captives were to be released, to be taken to Sicily by Roger23 (Pontieri 
1927:94-96). 
Roger seems to have left the island soon after the signing of the treaty, leaving the 
internal affairs to the Muslim inhabitants who kept complete control over the 
administration (Luttrell 1975a:30). It is probable that Roger's attack against Malta 
was only meant to subdue its rulers and to avoid that the island could be used as a 
base for a Muslim attack against Sicily. 
After Roger's death in 1101, Malta seems to have come under Arab influence 
again: Roger II, son of Count Roger, had to reconquer Malta in 1127 (Luttrell 
1975a:31). According to Wettinger, Roger II left a Christian garrison on Malta and 
reorganized the administration (Wettinger 1984:32). Luttrell takes up a much 
stricter position, and says that the Norman conquest did not have much influence 
on life in Muslim M aha. according to him 'Malta was never really Norman at 
all'(1975a:32). In 1175, Bishop Burchard of Strasbourg, who passed Malta on his 
way to Egypt, reported that this island was inhabited by Saracens (cf. Luttrell 
1975a:32). 
Rossi (1929-30) has published the texts of eighteen Muslim tombstones found in 
Malta and Gozo, all dating back to the twelfth century. Except for one, they only 
contain names, dates, and quotations from the Quran. The exception is the so-
called Maymûna-stoae from the year 1174, found in Gozo, which contains a 
quotation from the Quran, the name of the deceased, as well as a short poem in 
Classical Arabic, the metre of which is basit.1* The text is inscribed in a piece of 
M
 There is no reference to any Maltese Christians, only to Christian captives This could be used 
as an 'argumentum e sdentio' against the survival of Christianity in Malta 
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marble originating from Roman times. The inscription is made in a beautiful, floral 
Kufic script. This shows clearly that even in the late twelfth century, Islamic 
culture still held a strong position in Malta. There are no remains of mosques or 
other buildings from Malta's Muslim era. 
The real integration of Malta into the Sicilian kingdom must have started as late as 
1220, when Frederick Π of Hohenstaufen (1194-1250), the grandson of Roger Π, 
came to Sicily to reorganize his Sicilian kingdom. In 1224 he expelled many 
Muslims from Sicily, and colonization from the Italian mainland took place. It is 
possible that a number of Muslims were expelled from Malta, and that this island 
was partly repopulated with the population of Celano in Abruzzi, as Luttrell says 
(1975:37-38). The Arab historian Ibn Kaldûn gives a description of these events, 
but dates them after 647 AH/1249 AD (Ibn Kaldûn, Târîk VI:625): 
'The tyrant of Sicily besieged the Muslims in their fortress on the 
mountain and surrounded them, forcing them to surrender and to 
cross the sea, establishing them at Lucera. After that he went to the 
island of Malta and chased out the Muslims who lived there, to let 
them join their brothers. He took power over Sicily and its islands, 
wiping out the power of Islam, replacing it with his own infidelity' 
Luttrell assumes that Ibn Kaldûn was mistaken in placing these events after 1249, 
because as far as is known, Frederick Π never went to Malta, and died in 1250. He 
presumes that the Arab historian describes the events of 1224, when Frederick 
actually expelled the Muslims from Sicily. It would be reasonable to suppose that 
some Maltese Muslims were also expelled at that time, and that Christian rule was 
installed in Malta (Luttrell 1975a:37-38). 
In the report made by Abate Gilibertus in 1240, a set of figures on the number of 
households of the three religious communities of Muslims, Christians, and Jews in 
Malta and Gozo can be found (Luttrell 1975a:38-39): 
Families 
Malta 
Gozo 
Total 
Christians Muslims Jews 
47 681 25 
203 155 8 
250 839 33 
Total 
753 
366 
1119 
Luttrell (1975a:38-39) has emendated these figures by changing the number of 
Christian families on Malta to 1047: 
Families 
Malta 
Gozo 
Total 
Christians 
1047 
203 
1250 
Muslims 
681 
155 
839 
Jews Total 
25 1753 
8 366 
33 2119 
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 CÍ Wettinger 1984 29-30 A small number of poems in Classical Arabic from the first half of 
the twelfth century, written by poets who lived in Malta, have survived It is, however, doubtful 
whether these poets actually were of Maltese, that is to say, non-Arab, origin, and we cannot, 
therefore, conclude anything about the language they used 
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These figures show that many years after the installation of Christian rule in Malta, 
a large part of the population was still Muslim. How the presence of Muslims in 
Malta finally ended cannot be said with certainty. It may be the case that the 
remaining Muslims were forced to embrace the Christian faith in the later thirteenth 
century, but since Gilibertus's report is the last source mentioning native Muslims 
in Malta, we can do nothing but guess about their fate. 
2.3 The Origin of the Maltese Language 
The discussion about the origin of the Maltese language, which has started in the 
sixteenth century and is in fact still going on, has centred around the question of 
the islamization of the island's inhabitants. Was Malta's arabization a direct result 
of the islamization of its population, or could Malta have been arabized without 
losing its Christian faith? This question has played an important role in the position 
of the later Maltese linguists and historians regarding the origin of the Maltese 
language, and the period of Arab rule in Malta. The Christian Maltese people like 
to relate their Christianity back to St. Paul's shipwreck in 60 AD, and, 
understandably, do not like the idea that this Christian tradition was broken for a 
period of three centuries by Islam. 
In Arabic historical linguistics, the term arabization describes the process where 
Arabic supersedes the language originally spoken by the people subdued by the 
Arab conquerors, and where it assumes the position ofthat original language. This 
is the definition of arabization as given by Anawati (1975). W. Marcáis has a 
different approach to arabization: it is not only the language, Arabic, which is taken 
over, but also the whole of the Arab culture, including Islam (Marcáis 1961:172-
173 ) . и Anawati (1975:17-33) gives two reasons for arabization to take place: one 
being the close contact between the Arabic-speaking rulers and the subdued 
people, and the other the islamization of these people. In the case of Malta, it was 
never very clear how close the contacts between the Maltese and the Arab rulers 
was, but, keeping in mind the relatively small area of Malta and Gozo, it must have 
been nearly impossible for both groups not to get into close contact. 
Traditionally, Maltese historians have clung to the theory that there could have 
been nothing in common between the Muslim Arab rulers and the subdued 
Christian Maltese except perhaps a fierce hatred of each other. It is only since the 
publication of Luttrell's work on the history of Malta before the Knights (Luttrell 
1975) that the traditional view of an unbroken line of nearly two thousand years of 
Maltese Christianity has been questioned. Wettinger already suggested a possible 
total repopulation of Malta by Muslims (cf Wettinger 1984:23,27), and Luttrell 
says that (1975a:28): 
'it seems (...) most unlikely that any significant community of 
Christians survived through some three centuries or more of 
Muslim predominance, which is not however to deny the possibility 
of an underground and undocumented persistence of a Christian 
element...' 
2 7
 Of course, Anawati, as an Egyptian Christian, does not link arabisation to islamisation as 
closely as Marcáis does. 
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These theories seem to be supported by the information in the text of al-Himyarî, 
which points at a period of nearby 180 years in which Malta was uninhabited, a fact 
which is supported by the information given by Ibn HawqaL 
Concerning the thorough arabization of Malta, it is was always hard to say how 
and in which form the Maltese learned to speak Arabic. The question how Malta 
was arabized was impossible to answer, until al-Himyari's text was found. As to 
the form of Arabic which was brought to Malta, we have seen in the first chapter 
of this book, that the development of the Arabic vernaculars was well on its way by 
the time of the Muslim conquest of Malta in the late ninth century. It is therefore 
reasonable to assume that together with the introduction of Classical Arabic as the 
language of Islam, some form of the New Arabic speech type was brought to 
Malta as the spoken form of Arabic. Brincat (1991:9), on the basis of al-Himyari's 
text, supposes that 
'the roots of the Maltese language must be sought in Sicilian Arabic 
as it was spoken just before and during the Norman period.' 
As described earlier, the armies which conquered Sicily consisted of Arabs, 
Berbers, Andalusians, and members of the gund, the personal body-guard of the 
Aghlabids (Ibn 'Idârî, al-Bayán 1:102). There is evidence for Berber influences on 
the Maltese nomenclature (c£ Wettinger 1973), and there is a list of words of 
Berber origin in Maltese drawn up by Aquilina (Aquilina 1976:25-39). Did the 
variety of New Arabic (or even varieties), which was brought to Malta develop 
into one special form of spoken Arabic, different from the vernaculars of Sicily and 
lfrîqiySi Alexander Borg tries to explain the differences in the various modem 
Maltese dialects by relating them to 'certain well-known isoglosses existing 
elsewhere in the Arabic-speaking world, e.g. the various reflexes of qaaf. the 
incidence of imaala (medial and final) and of tafiriim' M He says (Alex. Borg 
1978:349) that : 
'there would seem to be little cause for doubting that these dialectal 
features represent historical residues inherited from the Arabic 
dialects originally brought to the Maltese Islands, and that the 
former linguistic situation obtaining in medieval Malta was probably 
characterized by a greater degree of diversity and polarization than 
the present one' 
Now that the al-Himyarî text has come to us, more light is thrown on the origin of 
the Arabic as it was spoken in Malta before it was cut off from the central Arabic 
language area and became a language island. 
2.4 Conclusions 
The Muslim era marks an important period in the Maltese history, as it had its 
influence both on the language and on the religion of the archipelago. However, it 
M
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is very difficult to get a clear and exact picture of what really happened between 
the Aghlabid conquest in 870 AD, and the first half of the thirteenth century, when 
the last Muslims had left the islands, or were converted to Christianity. 
The main reason for this has been of course the lack of reliable sources. A second 
reason is that, because of this lack of evidence, religious prejudice could, and often 
did, fill the gaps in the stories with legends about the relations between the original 
Maltese Christians and the foreign Muslim rulers. 
Traditionally, the Muslim period has been considered to last only from 870 to 1090 
AD, when the Christian Maltese were freed from the Arab rule by the Normans 
from Sicily. Recent studies have shown that the survival of Christianity under the 
Arabs is doubtful, and a recently discovered text from al-Himyarî, an Arab 
geographer, even indicates that Malta was ruined and depopulated after the 
conquest of 870, and only repopulated after 1048/1049 with Arabs and slaves from 
Sicily. 
For the present work, this information about the original Maltese population is 
extremely useful, as it shows how this conquest influenced the linguistic situation 
in Malta. In the traditional view, the Maltese were able to keep their original Punic 
language, although they had to admit several Arabic words into h, owing to the 
inevitable contacts with the Muslim enemy. A total repopulation by Arabic-
speaking Muslims and slaves, after a period of almost 180 years of having no 
population at all, seems to leave little doubt about the chances of survival of the 
original language and religion of the Maltese. The Arab conquest, therefore, was 
not just an unpleasant intermezzo in the long history of the Maltese nation, but 
rather constituted a major break. 
Evidence shows that, long after the reconquest by the Normans in 1090, Islam 
remained a major religion in Malta and Gozo. The Gilibertus report shows that as 
late as 1240, a large part, if not the majority of the Maltese and Gozitan 
households were Muslim. Islamic tombstones with texts in Classical Arabic, as well 
as the existence of a number of poems in Classical Arabic by poets who came from 
Malta, show the importance ofthat language even in the late twelfth century. 

CHAPTER THREE 
MALTA AFTER THE MUSLIM PERIOD: LINGUISTIC CHANGES 
3.0 Introduction 
The object of this chapter is to examine the linguistic and extra-linguistic factors 
which influenced the development of the Arabic vernacular spoken in Malta, 
between the end of the Muslim era in the thirteenth century, and the end of the rule 
of the Order of the Knights of St. John in 1798. The end of this rule, interestingly 
enough, coincided with the rise of serious scholarly interest in the Maltese 
language.1 
For this period of more than five centuries, the extra-linguistic factors influencing 
the linguistic situation in Malta will constitute the main framework within which 
the development of the language can be traced. The reason for stressing the 
framework, rather than the development itself, is that there is insufficient textual 
material available, from which the linguistic changes can be studied extensively.2 
The first part of this chapter deals with the political and cultural changes which 
took place in the period under discussion. The second part is concerned with the 
demographic changes in the Maltese islands. In the third part, the material from 
part one and two will be interpreted from a sociolinguistic point of view, in order 
to show how the linguistic and extra-linguistic changes in Malta eventually led to 
the geographical and social language situation at the end of the eighteenth century, 
which is described by the Maltese grammarian and lexicographer Mikiel Anton 
Vassalli (1764-1829) in 1796. Vassalli's description will be presented in the final 
part of this chapter. 
3.1 Political and Cultural Changes in Malta 
3.1.1 From the Muslim Era till the Coming of the Knights 
As we have seen in Chapter Two, Malta, though part of Norman Sicily since 1090, 
was left in the hands of local Muslim administrators until the end of the twelfth 
century,3 and, as Gilibertus's report shows, there were Muslims in Malta until at 
least 1241. It is not known how and when exactly Muslim presence in Malta 
ended. 
When Frederick Π of Hohenstaufen reorganized his Sicilian Kingdom after 1220, 
Malta became more closely attached to Sicily administratively. The Emperor, 
however, acknowledged many of the old customs and conditions peculiar to Malta 
Cf. Chapter One, ρ Iff 
The extant material will be presented in Chapter Four, below, p. 4Iff. 
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and Gozo, like the fact that both islands had their own council of representatives, 
later known as the Umversitas (Luttrell 1975a:36). 
The Hohenstaufens lost control over Sicily and Malta to the Frenchman Charles of 
Anjou in 1268. Angevin rule was short, however, because Sicily and Malta 
changed hands to the House of Aragon after the Sicilian Vespers in 1282.4 In the 
early period of Aragonese rule, Malta often passed into the hands of non-Maltese 
Counts, a practice which raised many a protest from the local population. For the 
Aragonese Crown, Malta was important in a strategic, rather than a commercial 
way: it was a frontier island which should not fall into enemy hands. The foreign 
Counts, on the other hand, saw Malta as a possible source of power and wealth, a 
point of view which often led to oppression and exploitation of the local 
population.' After strong petitions from the Universitates of Malta and Gozo 
against the domination of these Counts, the archipelago was reincorporated into 
the royal demamum in perpetuity, and became directly dependent on the Crown at 
the end of the fourteenth century. As a result, Malta was not granted out as a 
County between 1397 and 1530. It was however sometimes granted out otherwise 
(cf. Luttrell 1975a.48-49). 
In the fifteenth century Malta formed an important point of defense on the axis 
between Tripoli and Sicily, against the Turkish expansion into the Western 
Mediterranean area. However, the islands were too poor to keep up their own 
defense, and so weighed heavily on the Crown's financial balance. Eventually 
Charles V chose for granting the islands to the Order of St. John in 1530 as an 
inexpensive defensive option.6 
The religious changes in the post-Muslim period brought about a restoration of the 
Christian Church in Malta, but it is still rather unclear how and when this 
restoration was achieved. There are many folklore traditions about the Christian 
Church in Malta in which Count Roger, after defeating the Arabs, restores the 
cathedral and bishopric of the islands, and founds canonries and benefices. 
However, the evidence available shows that most of these traditions contain only 
myths, and that the real restoration of the Church occurred much later, in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries (Luttrell 1975a:32-34; Wettinger 1984:32). The 
first reliable reference to a Maltese Bishopric in the Norman period dates back to 
1156, and there are more for the period between 1168 and 1212. It is not certain 
whether these bishops actually visited Malta (c£ Luttrell 1975a:32). 
The number of Christians in Malta must have been growing ever since Roger Π 
reconquered the Maltese islands in 1127 and left a permanent Christian garrison 
there. However, the process of christianization was a slow one: Islam was 
tolerated together with Judaism for more than a century after 1127, as can be 
deducted from Gilibertus's report of 1241 (Wettinger 1984:32).7 
By the time Sicilian administration was in full control over Malta, after about 1220, 
a steady entry of European Christians such as soldiers, administrators and clerics 
started to flow into the archipelago. Many of the original Muslim inhabitants may 
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have been forced to accept formal baptism as a way to escape a possible expulsion. 
The survival of the Maltese language, in spite of a rather large number of non-
Arabic speaking immigrants from Sicily might point to this conclusion (c£ 
Wettinger 1984:32, Luttrell 1975a:40)« 
There are no surviving examples of rebuilt pre-Muslim churches, but new churches 
were built in the early days of Christian resettlement, since the first half of the 
thirteenth century (Buhagiar 1975.163). Buhagiar claims that of all the churches in 
Malta and Gozo, only some ten can with any certainty be dated before 1400, but 
there may have been more. By 1436, there were ten parishes outside those of 
Mdina, Rabat and Birgu. In 1S75 a total of 430 churches was counted in the 
islands, a number which includes caves, shrines and wayside chapels. On an 
estimated population of 20,000, this means that there was one church for every 50 
inhabitants (Buhagiar 1975:179-180). 
3.1.2 Malta under the Order of St. John (1530-1798) 
Immediately after the Order of St. John had accepted Malta as its new 
headquarters, the Knights started to reinforce the island's defences, because they 
realized that in its present state it would not be able to stand up against a serious 
Turkish attack. The Turkish Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent did not give them 
much time to carry out their plans, and decided to besiege Malta in the summer of 
1565. The Order managed to beat off the attacks and hold out until the Turks 
broke off the siege in September.' After this Great Siege, the Knights started to 
build up their new defence systems m a grand style. New cities arose around Grand 
Harbour: Valletta was build on Mount Xiberras to form the new seat of the Order; 
Birgu, now named Vittoriosa, and L'lsla, now known as Senglea, were reinforced 
with strong walls and bastions. During the whole period of the Order's stay in 
Malta, its heavy investments greatly stimulated the Maltese economy, and led to 
great changes in the Maltese demography such as an increase in immigration and a 
strong urbanization of the Grand Harbour area. 
The Order drew its members from amongst the aristocracy of all of Europe. This 
was reflected in the internal organization of the Order: the Knights were, according 
to their nationality, divided into eight groups or 'tongues': Aragon, France, 
Provence, Auvergne, Italy, Germany, Castille and Portugal, and England. The 
Knights of Malta, as the Order became known, formed a very cosmopolitan milieu, 
not only because of its recruitment amongst the nobility of Europe, but also 
because of the naval training it offered to young officers of the navies of Europe, 
which was much sought after10 Valletta was the centre of this mirror of the 
European high society. The Maltese upper class more or less continued to look 
* Brmcat (1990 25) has a very reasonable explanation for the existence of typical Christian 
Arabic terminology in Maltese, namely that these terms were brought to Malta by Christian 
slaves during the repopulation of the islands in the eleventh century under the Muslim rulers of 
Sicily 
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after its own business, living, as before, in the old city of Mdina and its suburb 
Rabat. 
The ties between the Maltese nobility and the Order were never very close. In the 
eyes of the Maltese, the Order interfered with their privileges and institutions, and 
even refused membership to their sons (cf. Luke 1960:48). Some form of 
education and cultural life existed in Malta already before the coming of the 
Knights. The first Grand Master of the Order in Malta, Viffiers de l'lsle Adam, at 
his entry into Mdina in 1530, was met by several Maltese men whom he found 
surprisingly well learned (Wettinger & Fsadni 1968:26-27). Mdina had a grammar 
school, maintained by the Town Council and the Cathedral. Most of the 
schoolmasters were, at least until the middle of the sixteenth century, of foreign, 
usually Sicilian origin. For higher education however, the Maltese had to go 
abroad, to Sicily or Italy. One has to keep in mind that, even with the presence of a 
school in Mdina, literacy was not very widespread in Maha (Wettinger & Fsadni 
1968:27-28). There was a hospital in Mdina, but down to about 1S00, the doctors 
and hospital apothecaries were invariably foreigners or Jews.11 
In 1575 a Schola Umversitatis was opened in Mdina at the expense of the 
Universitas of Malta (Cremona 1945:13). Before the University of Malta was 
established by Grand Master Pinto in 1771 on the foundations of the suppressed 
Jesuits' College in Valletta, which dated from 1727, higher education could only be 
obtained from Italian or Sicilian Universities. However, foreign languages like 
French and Arabic were taught in Maha from 1656. Arabic was introduced by the 
Roman Collegium Pro Propaganda Fide for the training of missionaries who were 
to be sent to the Muslim world. (Aghis 1980:1-12).12 
3.2 Demographic Changes 
From Gilibertus's report on the number of families in Maha in 1241, Luttrell 
(1975a:39;53) has concluded that the total population must have numbered about 
10,000 at the most, and probably even considerably less.13 In the period between 
1241 and 1394, the population must have grown at a high rate. A visitor, who 
described the Maltese islands as in a reasonably prosperous state whh a production 
of cotton, cumin, wine, and meat, claimed that there were about 4,000 hearths in 
Malta and 400 in Gozo. According to Luttrell this would mean a total population 
of about 20,000, but he considers the number to be exaggerated (Luttrell 
1975a:53). 
For the early fifteenth century there is an estimation of about 10,000, a number 
which did not increase in the period before 1480, due to such factors as plagues, 
slave-taking raids from North Africa, and emigration, events which in such small 
islands had relatively large effects on the demographic developments (Luttrell 
1975a:53). City life in this period was concentrated in Mdina and its suburb Rabat, 
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in the Castle-by-the-Sea in Birgu, and in the Castello of Gozo. The rest of the 
population lived in small hamlets and villages, and some people even lived in 
natural or man-made caves.14 The upper class hved in Mdina and Rabat. Feudal 
lords, lawyers, notaries and the clergy usually were of foreign, in most cases 
Sicilian origin, and it seems that a gap existed between the Maltese and the 
foreigners, both on a social and a linguistic level: Sicilian was spoken by the 
educated, who were usually of non-Maltese origin, and Maltese was the language 
of the uneducated natives. Late medieval Maltese society must have formed a 
curious mix between Maltese and non-Maltese. Many of the non-Maltese, Luttrell 
(1975a:69) notes, became part of Maltese society and 'raised their sons as natives, 
and then supported demands that offices and ecclesiastical benefices be given only 
to indigenous Maltese'. People in Malta must have known who was and who was 
not Maltese. The intermingling of natives and foreigners, the isolation of the 
islands, and also the tact that the language was so different from the Romance 
languages, Luttrell argues, must have led to the development of a certain 'proto-
national' sentiment in Malta. 
After the mid-thirteenth century, cotton trade to Sicily became more and more 
important because of a change in the local Maltese agriculture from stock-raising 
and grain production to the growing of cash crops such as cotton and cumin. This 
process resulted in an increase in the import of food supplies from Sicily, but also 
in a rise in population figures, because of the employment which was found in the 
processing of the cotton (Blouet 1984:39-40). 
From the beginning of the fifteenth century, there is a change in the spread of the 
population in the rural parts of Malta: the North-Western part became gradually 
deserted, probably because of the vulnerability to Muslim raids, and in the rest of 
the islands there was a depopulation of many small villages and hamlets, and a 
rapid expansion of the larger villages or 'casais' like Zebbug and Birkirkara. Before 
1419 already as many as thirty of the smaller villages seem to have been deserted, 
43.3 per cent of all known medieval villages (Wettinger 1975:190). 
In the period before the coming of the Order, a special place in Maltese city life 
was occupied by the Jewish communities. Gilibertus15 was the first to mention the 
presence of Jews in Malta and Gozo. He reported that in 1241 there were 25 
Jewish families in Malta, and eight in Gozo. Wettinger (1985) has dedicated a 
monograph to the study of the Jews of Malta in the late Middle Ages, in which he 
describes the way of life of this important minority until their expulsion from the 
dominions of the Spanish king, which included Malta and Gozo, in 1492. 
At the end of the fifteenth century, between a quarter and a third of the total 
population of Mdina were Jews. The total number of Jews in Malta and Gozo at 
this time is estimated at about 500, who, Wettinger (1985:10-12) concludes on 
onomastic evidence, originated mainly from Sicily, Italy, and Sardinia, but also 
from Pantelleria ('Causiri'), Jerba ('Gerbi' or 'Girbi'), and Tunisia ('Nefusi').16 
Trade was the main occupation of the Maltese Jews, amongst whom some held 
important positions in the cotton export to Sicily, and the import of grain and other 
goods. The Jewish traders did not hold any monopoly in this trade, and most of 
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them only made a bare living from petty trade, hawking their goods in the streets. 
Some Jews held land in property, though, but it is uncertain whether or not they 
worked the land themselves. Some Maltese Jews were craftsmen like blacksmiths, 
leather dyers, and stone-masons, and there were also Jewish doctors and 
apothecaries (Wettinger 1985: 34-57). 
For the present study the most important information from Wettinger's monograph 
is the linguistic evidence it contains in the form of a number of texts in Judaeo-
Arabic, found in Maltese archives.17 However, Wettinger also gives us a view of 
the way of life of the Maltese Jewry, their economical and social activities, and 
their ties with the Jewish communities of North Africa and Sicily, which were very 
close both through family and business relations. In some way, we can say, the 
Jewish community was Malta's last link with the Arab world and the Arabic 
language. In Wettinger's words ( 1985:149): 
'the Jews of the whole Sicilian kingdom still habitually spoke and 
wrote a form of Arabic, closely allied to the vulgar form into which 
it had developed in the two islands of Malta and Gozo - not to 
speak of Pantelleria. (...) The Maltese Jews were the only 
inhabitants of the Maltese islands who regularly used dialectal 
Arabic or Maltese or something close to it in their business writings, 
because the Christian Maltese themselves used Sicilian [in business 
writing, MP] or a mixture ofthat and Latin. In 1492, therefore, 
Malta was cut adrift completely from the Arab world.' 
Wettinger's views on the language of Judaeo-Arabic writings invite some 
comments. The written form of Arabic as used by the Jews, which is usually called 
Judaeo-Arabic, was not a purely dialectal form of Arabic. Jewish authors normally 
aimed at writing in Classical Arabic, at least originally, but generally attained опту a 
limited mastery ofthat language, and their texts always show a certain degree of 
dialectal influence. No known texts in Judaeo-Arabic are written in pure dialectal 
form (cf Blau 1981:22-24). Apart from this, the Jews in general felt the need for 
mutual intelligibility of their writings, and so tended to refrain from using features 
peculiar to one dialect group alone. The vowelless character of the Hebrew script 
which was used for Judaeo-Arabic made the language of these writings into some 
sort of koinè for all Arabic-speaking Jewry (Blau 1981:52). So there is a certain 
difference between the language spoken by the Jews, and the language which they 
used to write. 
Under the Order of St. John there were more, and more important, demographic 
changes in Malta. In the first place there is the urbanization of the Grand Harbour 
area, in Birgu and the new towns of Valletta, Bormla and Senglea. As early as 
1590, about 34 per cent of the total Maltese population lived in this area; this 
number grew to about 38 per cent in 1797 (Blouet 1984:77). The total population 
grew from approximately 20,000 in 1530 to about 100,000 in 1798, an average 
annual rate of increase of less than one per cent. In the rural areas the reluctance to 
occupy the Northern part of Malta continued. The larger villages like Zebbug, 
Qormi and Zejtun continued to grow at a considerable rate, while the smaller 
villages and hamlets stopped growing and often became extinct, losing their 
This Maltese Judaeo-Arabic material will be analysed in Chapter Four, below ρ 4Iff. 
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population to the bigger villages and he towns. As mentioned earlier, this last 
tendency existed already before the fifteenth century. 
The various activities of the Order greatly affected Malta's economy, and this 
again had its effects on the demographic development, especially in the urban 
areas. The economic growth in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, stimulated 
by the heavy investments in the building of Malta's defences, but also by the 
Order's various naval activities, attracted a great number of immigrants. This can 
be illustrated by the figures which Cutajar and Cassar have taken from a list of 
passengers debarking in Malta in the year running from September, IS88, to 
August, 1589 (Cutajar & Cassar 1984:45). According to these authors, the total of 
arrivals in Malta for that year was 940, Knights not included, which is about three 
per cent of the population (estimated at 30,000 in 1590, c£ Cutajar & Cassar 
1984:45). In this passenger-list are also preserved the intentions of those coming to 
Malta. Some wanted to serve on the galleys of the Order18, while others were 
craftsmen such as silversmiths and upholsterers. There were also many grain and 
wine merchants. Most of these immigrants came from Sicily, but there were also 
Italians and Frenchmen. From the fact that among the passengers coming to Malta 
were also a number of returning Maltese emigrants, it can be deduced that there 
had been emigration from Malta to Sicily of some importance. In the words of 
Cutajar & Cassar (1984:45): 
'(...) [T]he Maltese commune [formed] a remote extension of Sicily, 
sharing very much the same culture and comparable loyalties, with 
linguistic divergences apparently counting for little. One meets with 
no detectable feeling of apartness, with Maltese moving to Sicilian 
communes with the same unconcerned ease that Sicilians moved 
into the Maltese commune.' 
3.3 The Changing Linguistic Situation after the Muslim Period 
The political, cultural, and religious changes which followed the christianization of 
Malta, greatly affected its linguistic situation. If al-Himyari's information is correct, 
Malta was depopulated after its conquest by the Aghlabids in 870 AD, and 
repopulated in the first half of the eleventh century by Muslims from Sicily.19 This 
would mean that there can be no traces of any pre-Arabic Maltese substratum, and 
certainly no Punic traces which would have been incorporated into the Arabic 
language as it was brought to Malta. 
Although Malta was presumably monolingualry Arabic after its repopulation in the 
eleventh century, this does not mean that its people used only Classical Arabic. 
Since very early times, the Arabic-speaking world is characterized by diglossia, a 
term introduced by Ferguson (1959a)20 to indicate a situation in which a standard 
language with great prestige and a rich literary tradition, called the H(igh)-variety, 
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which is used as a written medium and for formal speech only, exists side by side 
with a L(ow)-variety, usually a vernacular form of the Η-variety, which is never 
written and used only for informal, dairy communication. Although the origin of 
the Arabic diglossia is still a matter of discussion,21 we can safely assume that 
diglossia was introduced in Malta when it was repopulated from Sicily, which had 
been arabized since the early ninth century. This means that apart from Classical 
Arabic, a vernacular form of Arabic was brought to Malta, a form which had 
already undergone some influence of the Classical Arabic norm. Modem Maltese 
must have originated from this dialectal form of Arabic.12 
After the introduction of the Christian faith, which, as we have seen in Chapter 
Two, started in the early twelfth century, new languages were introduced in Malta: 
Latin, Sicilian, and Italian were used by the new, Christian rulers. However, until 
Islam was abandoned in Malta in the thirteenth century, the Muslims still used 
Classical Arabic as their written language, at least for religious purposes and for 
poetry.23 After Islam had disappeared from the Maltese islands, Classical Arabic 
lost its position as the formal and written language which acted as the Η-variety in 
Malta's diglossia. The L-variety, the spoken form of Arabic, however, remained as 
the language of the indigenous Maltese people. However, the Christian upper 
classes used Latin, Sicilian, and Italian, and the Maltese had to adjust to this new 
situation. As we have seen earlier, the new lords on the one hand often did their 
best to become in effect Maltese, and raise their children as natives, which may 
have included speaking Maltese. The Maltese community on the other hand, had to 
acquire a certain degree of knowledge of Latin and Sicilian/Italian for educational 
purposes, and for its dealings with the Church In other words, it was the taking 
away of the religion which brought about the rift between vernacular Maltese and 
the Classical language, which had lost its linguistic domain to Latin. Moreover, 
there already existed a Christian Arabic tradition in the vernacular, introduced by 
Christian slaves from Sicily (Brincat 1991:8-9). The Christian clergy played a 
special role in functioning as intermediary between the Arabic-speaking Maltese 
people and their new lords.24 Of course the use of Latin and Siculo-Italian was 
much more widespread in Birgu and Mdina/Rabat than in the rural areas, where the 
contacts between the Maltese and their foreign masters were much less intense. 
A major drawback for the Maltese language at that time was the lack of an 
appropriate orthographic system which could be used for writing Maltese. Without 
the possibility of writing this language, it was destined to remain restricted in its 
use, namely as a spoken language only. A more or less standardized orthography is 
a conditio sine qua non for a language to fulfil all the functions which are needed 
in a linguistic community. The problems of writing Maltese at that time are 
obvious: as an Arabic dialect, the language has sounds which could not be 
represented adequately in the Latin alphabet.15 Therefore, the diglossie situation 
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remained, Latin and Siculo-Italian taking the place of Classical Arabic as the H-
variety, used for the domains of justice, education, administration, religion, and 
publications (cf Huber 1982:56). 
Under the rule of the Order of St. John, the attitude towards the Maltese language 
changed insofar, that the Knights had no connections at all with any national 
Maltese sentiments. They took pride in belonging to a powerful international 
organization with its own history and traditions. Latin and Italian, the main 
languages used by the Order, grew in importance, whereas Maltese was gradually 
degraded to a 'language of the kitchen'. Only very few Knights showed any 
interest in this language until the seventeenth century.26 
It is no wonder that, due to the strong and long-lasting contacts between Maltese 
and Siculo-Italian, the latter has greatly influenced the former. Some modem 
linguists have even gone so far as to call Maltese a 'mixed language', and to speak 
of 'Semitic' and 'Romance' Maltese as if these were two clearly differentiated 
forms of one and the same language.27 
3.4 The Maltese Dialects at the End of the Eighteenth Century 
In 1796 the Maltese grammarian and lexicographer Mikiel Anton Vassalli28 
published his Ktyb yl Klym Malti ('Book of Maltese Words'), a Mahese-Latin-
Italian lexicon. In the introduction to this work, the author gives a description of 
the linguistic situation in Malta at that time, and the variety of dialects of Maltese 
he heard while doing research for his lexicon in the towns and villages of Malta and 
Gozo. He is the first linguist to provide (more or less) detailed information about 
the geographical variations in Maltese. Furthermore, he gives subjective comments 
on the various dialects ('good' vs. 'corrupted', etc.), which are of interest, because 
Vassalli knew Arabic, and it seems that his comments are somehow related to his 
knowledge of this and other Semitic languages.29 Vassalli's views on 'good' and 
'corrupt' Maltese will be discussed in Chapter Six, where we shall also deal with 
the motives for his interest in the matter of the Maltese language and hs various 
dialects. In this chapter, it is the linguistic situation itself as described by Vassalli 
which is of interest, because it shows the result of the changes in the linguistic 
situation between the end of Islam in Malta, and the beginnings of the 
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standardization of the Maltese language. Vassalli divided Malta and Gozo into five 
main dialect areas, each with its sub-dialects ('dialettini'): 
1. The port area 
2. Gozo 
3. Upper Malta 
4. Lower Malta 
5. Central Malta 
Unfortunately, Vassalli provided no information about the exact borders of these 
areas, so we do not know which towns and villages belonged to each group. 
Sometimes, however, he does mention the name of a certain town or village which 
belongs to a certain area, so we can get at least some indications about his areal 
division. 
3.4.1 The Dialects of the Port Area 
The group of dialects of the port area is formed by the total of the urban dialects, 
including those of Valletta, Floriana, and the 'Three cities' (sometimes called 
Cottonera) of Senglea (L'Isla), Cospicua (Bormla), and Vittoriosa (Birgu). 
According to Vassalli, these dialects are the most corrupted forms of Maltese, not 
only because of the tendency of the speakers to use unnecessary loan-words from 
Sicilian, Italian, French, and other languages, but also because they have a habit of 
'maltisizmg' ("maltezzare") foreign words.30 
The main characteristic of this group, says Vassalli, is that the sounds /k/, /g/ and 
/q/ are not distinguished from their counterparts /h/, /7 and /k/, respectively He 
remarks that this sometimes leads to the confusion of words in speech. 
He also mentions, that there is a tendency to 'arabize' ("arabizzare") the 
pronunciation, which might be a result, he says, of contacts with Muslim slaves and 
prisoners (Vassalli 1796:Х І-Х П). It seems hard to understand how the loss of 
the gutturals in the rural dialect is combined with an 'arabized' pronunciation. 
However, this does not seem to have anything to do with the 'corraptedness' of 
the dialect, as Vassalli's bases this judgement on the fact that it is infiltrated by 
often unnecessary loan-words from Sicilian, Italian, and other languages. 
3.4.2 Gozo 
The Gozo dialects do not differ much in pronunciation from the dialects of the 
rural parts of Malta, Vassalli says. However, Gozhans have some expressions 
which are peculiar to them, and which are not used in Malta. There are sub-
dialects, but the differences are hardly distinguishable to the naked ear, he 
remarks.31 In this island the dialect is less influenced by foreign languages than the 
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dialects of Maha. The villagers use some very old Arabic expressions32 and they 
tend to have a somewhat arabized pronunciation (Vassalli 1796:Х П-Х Ш). In 
contrast with his remark on the rural dialects, Vassalli does not relate this 
'arabized' pronunciation to any possible contacts with Muslim prisoners. This 
might indicate that, in his view, the Gozhan 'arabized' pronunciation was due to 
the relative isolation from the main island. However, it is not even certain whether 
Vassalli intended to say anything about the historical relationship between Gozhan 
Maltese and Arabic. 
3.4.3 The Rural Dialects 
The rural dialects of the island of Maha proper are divided by Vassalli into three 
groups, Upper, Lower, and Central Maha The differences between these groups 
are, however, minor. In the high, Western parts of Maha, the purest dialect is 
spoken, says Vassalli, with the exception of Mdina and its suburb Rabat, because 
these sub-dialects show some barbarisms.33 The guttural sounds are faultless 
(1796:XVHI) In the lower or Eastern part of Malta the dialect is also good, with 
the gutturals faultless (1796.Х Ш). 
In central Malta, Vassalli says, the best pronunciation can be heard, although some 
of the defects of the neighbouring districts can be heard as well. The gutturals are 
preserved, even /h/ in final position is pronounced [h], and not [h], as is the usual 
but 'bad' pronunciation in the rest of Maha and Gozo. Sub-dialects can be 
distinguished, such as those of Qormi and of Zebbug, Vassaffi's birthplace. In the 
Qormi sub-dialect, /g/ and /k/ are lost in the speech of many (as has happened in 
the port dialects). In Zebbug, /q/ is pronounced badly, because h is too deep, with 
too much sharpness in the epiglottis (1796XK) The fact that in the Qormi dialect 
some urban features occur is understandable because of the relative closeness of 
Qormi to the port area. 
Vassalli's interest in the phenomenon of dialects and their geographical spread is 
quite remarkable, because, compared to the rest of Europe, it is surprisingly early. 
One should keep in mind, however, that Vassalli was not an objective 
dialectologist in this respect: his main concern was the search for the purest form 
of Maltese, not the description and explanation of the various forms, as was the 
object of the later dialectologists. It seems that, for Vassalli, corruption is the 
expression of the level of influence from other languages in a given dialect. In the 
urban dialects, he considers the use of unnecessary loan-words, and the maltisizing 
of foreign words the main feature of corruption. The fact that the gutturals have 
been lost seems, in his view, to have contributed less to the corruptedness of a 
dialect. 
3 1
 However, Aquilina (1965 42) remarks' 'There is no doubt, and I speak as a Gozitan, that there 
are dialects in Gozo all of them different from one another and all different from the dialects 
spoken in Malta. The difference is largely international and lexical' 
3 2
 Unfortunately, Vassalli does not list these expressions 
3 3
 These barbarisms are not explained, but it can be argued that the people of Mdina and Rabat 
were more influenced by foreign languages than the rural parts of this area. 
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3.5 Discussion 
After Classical Arabic had lost its main domain in Maha, which was religion, the 
Maltese vernacular language was manoeuvred into a difficult position. Under 
Muslim rule, Maltese was identical with the language of the ruling class, though in 
vernacular form. In many ways this position is comparable to that of the modem 
central Arabic dialects,34 where a language continuum between Standard and 
vernacular Arabic exists in a stable form oí diglossia. To the new rulers, who came 
from Sicily, France, Italy or Spain, the Maltese language must have sounded totally 
different from their own Romance languages. Still, as has been pointed out, these 
new rulers were well aware of what it was worth to be Maltese, because of the 
privileges which were granted to the Maltese people. The use of the Maltese 
language might have been seen as an expression of the consciousness of belonging 
to the Maltese community, and therefore, its status might have been higher than 
one would expect from the fact that it was not a written language. 
The Catholic Church did not connect the Maltese language with Islam too 
strongly. And why should she? Rome had had its ties with the Christian Arabic 
tradition in the Levant for a long time. For Maha, we have seen that the Church 
acknowledged the fact that a priest ought to speak the people's language 
(Wettinger & Fsadni 1968:28). We also know that one of the main reasons for the 
foundation of a school of Arabic in Maha in the seventeenth century was, that the 
Maltese had no great problems with learning that language because they spoke a 
similar tongue. 
Under the Order of St. John, there was no improvement in the situation of the 
Maltese language, because the distance between rulers and ruled had become even 
greater than before. In the field of education, Maltese did not play an important 
role during the period under discussion. Education, as far as it did exist at all, was 
given in Latin or Italian, not in Maltese. 
A strong point for the survival of Maltese was its morphological flexibility, which 
allowed the language to assimilate many words and terms of foreign origin without 
losing its Arabic character. A second important reason for its survival was its 
isolation, not only that of the whole archipelago, but also the relative isolation of 
the towns and villages in the rural parts of Maha and Gozo, which lessened the 
pressure from the Romance languages. In the port area, where this pressure was 
much greater, we see that the linguistic influence on the local dialects was felt more 
strongly than in the rural parts of Malta and on Gozo. 
The situation described by Vassalli is the result of a development which we are able 
to trace to a certain extent. The Maltese area can be divided into an urban district 
with a high level of 'corruption', and a number of rural areas where the dialects 
were much less influenced by the non-Maltese languages spoken in Maha. The 
clear distinction between the urban and the rural dialect areas can be explained by 
the totally different demographic developments these areas have seen: looking at 
the Maltese cities first, we see that it was here where the Italian-speaking upper 
classes usually lived. The non-Maltese immigrants who came to work for the Order 
also lived in these parts. The Order's activities concentrated on Valletta and the 
harbour area, and so, this area attracted not only immigrants, but formed a great 
34
 The term 'central dialects' is used here in opposition to 'peripheral dialects' or 'language 
islands', cf Chapter One, ρ Iff 
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attraction to the Maltese themselves as welL It is no wonder that in these areas the 
pressure of the Romance languages was much greater than in the rural parts of 
Maha. Not only was the lexicon influenced to a degree which was intolerable to a 
purist like Vassalli, but the reduced sound inventory, which had lost some of the 
typical Arabic sounds still in use in the rural dialects at that time, was also one of 
the main characteristics of the urban dialects. 
In rural Malta the influence of the Romance languages was much smaller, and the 
rural dialect groups Vassalli mentions show much less mutual differences than their 
differences from the urban dialect group: there is more uniformity in the lexicon 
and in the sound inventory, especially in the use of the 'gutturals'. Vassalli's 
remark about the use of old Arabic expressions in Gozo is interesting, and seems to 
point at a rather strong linguistic isolation from the main island. 
At first sight, it seems incredible that the influence of one or more foreign 
languages can be so strong, that the whole system of active oppositions guttural -
non-guttural was lost in one area, and was still in full use in a neighbouring area. 
Two factors in the Sicilian/Italian immigration are important: the relatively high 
number of immigrants, and the high prestige they enjoyed among the poor natives 
who came to the harbour area to find a job. The immigrants had problems with the 
guttural sounds of Maltese, but because of the prestige they enjoyed, their 
pronunciation gradually spread amongst the native Maltese as well. 

CHAPTER FOUR 
THE OLDEST MALTESE TEXTS: A DISCUSSION OF THE 
AVAILABLE MATERIAL 
4.0 Introduction 
As has been stated in the previous chapter, the available textual material in Maltese 
from the period between the end of the Muslim era and the early eighteenth 
century is scanty. In this chapter, the available texts will be presented and studied, 
concentrating mainly on possible influences from Classical Arabic. 
4.1. The Texts from the Period Before the Knights 
4.1.1 The Judaeo-Arabic Texts from Malta 
In 1985 Godfrey Wettinger published his long awaited monograph on the Jews of 
Malta in the Late Middle Ages4 In an appendix to the work, Wettinger presents a 
number of texts which he had discovered in Maltese archives. These texts are 
written in Hebrew characters, but their language is Arabic. The language of this 
kind of texts is usually referred to as Judaeo-Arabic.2 All the texts date back to the 
latter half of the fifteenth century (Wettinger 1985:154-189). As has already been 
said in Chapter Three, I cannot completely agree with Wettinger's approach to the 
language used in this material. Wettinger presents these texts, supposing that they 
are based on Medieval Maltese, the spoken language of the Maltese Islands in that 
age. However, in making these assumptions, this author has missed the basic points 
about the nature of Judaeo-Arabic literature, which forms part of what is known as 
Middle Arabic In general, Middle Arabic literature is not based on any underlying 
vernacular. It is basically Classical Arabic, although in most cases, the author 
cannot, or does not feel the need to reach the Classical standard. Therefore, 
Judaeo-Arabic texts, as Middle Arabic texts, always show в certain degree of 
influence from the vernacular of the author. Wettinger assumes that it is the other 
way around. In his view, the language of the Maltese Jews might be called Judaeo-
Mahese, were it not for the presence of Classical Arabic elements. This would 
imply, that the language of the Maltese Jewish community was very close to that of 
the other Maltese inhabitants, and that the texts which he presents, reflect this 
same language. Unfortunately, it is not as simple as that. The very character of any 
Judaeo-Arabic text, and indeed any Middle Arabic text, lies in the fact that hs 
author at least tried to write according to the Classical Arabic norm. 
1
 The publication of this work was announced as early as 1979, cf Wettinger 1979 4, η 18 
2
 The subject of Judaeo-Arabic, its history and its linguistic characteristics, is treated extensively 
in Blau 1981 For the use of Hebrew script, cf Blau 1981 38ff, 132 .161 η S, 226 
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Wettinger lists the following influences on the language of the texts (Wettmger 
1985.155-156): 
• the Maltese dialectal form of Arabic 
• the modified form of this dialect as used by the Jewish community 
• Sicilian Arabic as spoken by the Sicilian Jews 
• classical forms of Arabic normally found in Judaeo-Arabic writings in 
most other parts of the Arabic world and reaching the Maltese Jews in 
the course of business correspondence or by the reading of standard 
treatises on medicine and other sciences 
• the Sicilian vernacular 
• Hebrew 
In pointing out these influences, Wettmger seems to ignore the fact that Judaeo-
Arabic already had a very long tradition as the language of the (Arabic-speaking) 
Jews in the Mediterranean area. According to Blau & Hopkins (1984.9), one can 
even speak of a classical period of Judaeo-Arabic literature, which covers a span of 
some 500 years, from ca. 900 AD - ca 1400 AD. The texts from this period show 
a very considerable degree of variation from a grammatical and stylistic point of 
view: '[M]edieval Judaeo-Arabic is by no means a uniform, homogeneous 
language, but rather an amalgam of different linguistic forms existing side by side.' 
However, the spelling is remarkably uniform throughout the whole classical period 
of Judaeo-Arabic. The orthography is more or less a standard one, — there are 
some fluctuations, — and was firmly established as such as early as с 1000 AD. It 
reflects both Arabic and Hebrew influences (Blau & Hopkins 1984.9).3 As we shall 
see, the orthography of the Maltese Judaeo-Arabic texts at hand conforms to the 
rules of this classical Judaeo-Arabic spelling * 
As Blau has pointed out, the local vernacular of an author writing in Judaeo-Arabic 
is not always reflected clearly in his texts Judaeo-Arabic compositions show a 
constant alternation of Classical, pseudo-Classical and dialectal forms (Blau 
1981.51). It is not easy to point out whether a certain feature in a Judaeo-Arabic 
text is Classical, dialectal or pseudo-correct As Blau puts it (1981:51): 
'Only if a text consistently uses a feature different from Classical 
Arabic are we justified, for lack of evidence to the contrary, 
considering it a true dialectal form; otherwise we have to take the 
possibility of a hyper-correct or hypo-correct feature into 
consideration.' 
It is, however, not only very difficult to find out whether a certain feature in a text 
is dialectal or not; there are also factors which make it almost impossible to 
3
 According to Blau and Hopkins, the uniformity of classical Judaeo-Arabic spelling (CJAS) can 
be attributed to Saadya Gaon's (882-942 AD) translation of the Pentateuch, a work which 
'circulated in CJAS throughout all strata of the medieval Arabic-speaking Jewish population and 
exerted a great influence upon contemporary Jewish civilization ' (Blau & Hopkins 1984 27) 
The texts are reprinted in Appendix A. 
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establish which dialect is represented. One can think of factors like the consonantal 
script, the very conservative orthography, heavily influenced by Classical Arabic 
orthographic rules, and the need for mutual intelligibility of Judaeo-Arabic texts in 
general, which would lead an author to leave out the most obvious features of his 
dialect (Blau 1981:52). 
It seems worthwhile to apply Blau's considerations to an analysis of the Maltese 
Judaeo-Arabic texts at hand, starting from the assumption that these texts are not 
written in the local vernacular or something close to it, as Wettinger assumes, but 
keeping in mind thai, in general, the author of a Judaeo-Arabic text at least triedlo 
write according to the conventions of literary Arabic. 
For the present study the most interesting features of the texts are not the dialectal, 
but the Classical Arabic ones. The Classical Arabic features show that as late as the 
fifteenth century, there were still relations between Malta and the Classical Arabic 
Schrifttum through the Maltese Jewish community. In the texts, we find the 
following Classical Arabic features: 
Orthography:9 because of the use of the Hebrew alphabet, there are many 
instances of phonetic registration in senptio plena. The short vowels are shown 
with the help of the usual Hebrew matres lectioms, especially in Sicilian and other 
non-Arabic loan-words. Still, there are many instances where the spelling is not 
phonetic registration, but a transliteration of the Classical Arabic orthography: 
• HS>H Cys") (Ar. ayd311) 'also' (1:3 et passini) 
m the use of л (h) for id 'marbûla, e.g. ПІНП (wz"nh). Sometimes id' marbûta is 
represented by к ('), as inwo'JH('lsn') 'the year' (11:6,8-9) 
• no assimilation of the article before 'sun'letters in Arabic words, e.g. KJCON 
(Isa') 'the year' (11:6,8-9). This assimilation does occur, however, in words of 
Romance origin: lOitòO'ntj) (1:6) and TU30(lynryr)(I:7), both meaning 'to 
the notary'. 
• hamzat al-wasi is represented by к('), e.g.^H (Ί), the article (passim), and H>n 
(Idy), the relative pronoun (passim). 
It should be remarked that the distinction between the Arabic letters 
/h/ and /k/, and between /7 and /g/, respectively, which in Arabic script is 
expressed by a diacritic, is interpreted phonetically, rather than orthographically in 
Judaeo-Arabic: η for /h/, Э for l\J, V for /7 and ι (sometimes у ) for /g/.6 
Vocabulary: Wettinger (1985: 16S) lists a number of words and phrases from the 
texts which are exclusively Classical Arabic: 
rrmnOi'dh) 'this' (1:1-5; 1І:1;Ш:1,Э;Г :1) 
IH ІУп (wd'lk 'η) 'and that, that' (11:4) 
T>H ('My) 'which' (1:2 et passim) 
* Cf. Blau ft Hopkins 1984.9-11 for a list of the most important features of Classical Judaeo-
Arabic cpeUing. 
« Cf. Blau and Hopkins 1984 10 
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)НЬ (Γη) 'because' (1:1,7) 
KX'K ('ys') 'also, item' (passim) 
>ппэ (kmtl) 'like' (1:4) 
Wettinger does not list the following items which are exclusively Classical Aiabic 
as well: 
rpi (nsf)'half (І:е,пці) 
'ПП110 (mn ghty) 'from my side' (1:6) 
VIM (gmy') 'total' (111:3) 
nnrortl (whvs'hh) 'to clarify it' (Ш:4) 
ОЭЗ (bkt) 'in the writing of (UI:4) 
Grammar, there are two grammatical features in the texts which today are 
considered to be exclusively Classical Arabic: 
• the use of the IVth measure of the verb, as in woyv (yw'tyny) (П:5) 
• the (possible) use of the internal passive, as in ικον ('t'w) (1:5) 
It is clear that the author of these texts was trying to write in Classical Arabic, but 
did not succeed, whether because of lack of knowledge of the rules, or because 
there was no need for writing in pure Classical Arabic. However, the texts show 
clearly that in fifteenth century Malta there were still influences from Classical 
Arabic in the fields of orthography, grammar and lexicon, at least in the Jewish 
community. An important question is: Where did these Maltese Jews come from, 
and how did they learn Classical Arabic? In Chapter Three the position of the 
Jewish people in Malta has been discussed briefly. The earliest mention of a Jewish 
community in Malta was made by Gilibertus in 1241. He reported that there were 
25 Jewish families in Malta and eight in Gozo. In the late fifteenth century, when 
the texts at hand were written, a total number of 500 Jews is estimated to have 
been living in Malta and Gozo. From their names, Wettinger concludes that they 
originated mainly from Sicily, Italy and Sardinia, but also from Pantellaria, Jerba 
and Tunisia. Wettinger shows how the Maltese Jews were closely tied to the 
Jewish communities of Sicily and North Africa through family and business 
relations. This explains the persistence of Classical Arabic influence among the 
Maltese Jewry. Wettinger (1985:61) mentions a Gozitan rabbi who kept a school 
and taught reading in Judiscu, a term which according to Wettinger refers to 
Judaeo-Arabic. 
Another interesting question is whether through this connection with the Arabic 
tradition the Maltese Jewry had, the spoken language of the Christian Maltese was 
influenced. This question is hard to answer, because of lack of sufficient data. We 
do not even know what kind of dialect the Jews of Malta spoke, and whether their 
dialect was closer to Classical Arabic than that of the Christian Maltese. The 
vernacular features in the Maltese Judaeo-Arabic texts are too few to conclude 
anything with certainty about the Jewish vernacular used in Malta. The only 
existing Christian text from this period, the Cantilena, shows, as we shall see, no 
signs of any Classical Arabic influence. Therefore, we have to assume that after the 
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expulsion of the Maltese Jewry in 1492, Malta's links with the 'Arabiyya were 
definitely cut. 
The texts found and published by Wettmger throw a new light on the links between 
Malta and the Arabic-speaking world in the late Middle Ages, and are therefore a 
very important corpus of Judaeo-Arabic. A thorough analysis of these texts from 
the point of view of historical Arabic linguistics could add much to our knowledge, 
but falls outside the scope of the present work. 
4.1.2 The 'Cantilena' 
In 1968 two Maltese scholars, G. Wettmger and M. Fsadni, published an old 
twenty-line poem in Maltese which they had discovered earlier, while doing 
research in the Notarial Archives of Malta (Wettmger & Fsadni 1968) The poem 
was found in the first volume of the deeds of Notary Brandano de Caxario, which 
contains contracts dated between December 4, 1533 and May 26, 1536.7 This was 
an exerting discovery, as it pushed back the date of the earliest written text in 
Maltese by about two hundred years, and it was, at first, considered to bridge 'the 
gap that lies between Modern Maltese and Arabic' (Wettmger & Fsadni 1968:35). 
The poem itself is preceded by an introduction in Latin, which, like the poem, is 
written in Brandano de Caxario's own handwriting, In this introduction Brandano 
attributes the authorship of the poem, or Cantilena as he calls h, to his ancestor 
Peter de Caxaro, who had composed it 'a long time ago'. Brandano himself died in 
1565 (Wettmger & Fsadni 1968:13) Peter de Caxaro is identified by Wettmger 
and Fsadni as one of Brandano's forebears whose name appears regularly in the 
records of the Town Council (of Mdina) and who lived in Malta in the period 
1450-1483 (Wettinger & Fsadni 1968:15-22). This means that the poem itself 
dates back to the second half of the fifteenth century, but that the available copy 
dates from the sixteenth century. The text is given by Wettmger and Fsadni in the 
following (revised) transcription (Wettmger & Fsadni 1983:47): 
Aliquantulum exhtlaratus memorans cantilenarti diu compositum quondam mei 
matons Petri de Caxaro philosopht poete et oratoris cui aliquando dictum fiitt 
confia precor calamum Caxaro clara propago: te cupiant ninphe te tua musa 
curavit quam lingua melitea hic subicto. 
Xideu il cada ye gireni tale nichadrthicum 
Mensab fil gueri uele nisab fo homorcom 
Calb mehandihe chakim sohan ui le mule 
Bir imgamic limitine betiragin mucsule 
fen hayran al garca nenzel fi tirag minzeli 
Nhila vy nargia nmzil deyem fil hachar il hali 
Huakh hi rmrarnmiti lili amen nibni 
Mectatilix mihallimm me chitali tafal morchi 
The volume is kept in the Notarial Archives of Malta m Valletta under number R 173/1 
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fen timayt insib il gebet sib tafal morchi 
vackit hi mirammiti 
Huakh hy mirammiti Nizlh hi К sisen 
Mectatilix il пгіЬяІКтіп ma kitatili li gebe! 
fen tumayt insib il gebel sib tafal morchi 
Huakit thi mirammiti lili amen nibni 
Huec ucakit hi mirammiti vargia ibnie 
biddilihe inte il miken üli yeutihe 
Min ìbidill il miken ibidil il ventura 
halex liradi 'al col xebir sura 
hemme ard bayda ν hemme ard seude et hamyra 
Hactar min hedaun heme tred minne tamarra 
Wettinger & Fsadni give the following English translation (1968:38): 
"Somewhat enlivened in recaling a song composed long ago by my late ancestor, 
Peter de Caxaro, philosopher, poet and orator, of whom it was once said: 
'Manufacture a pen for Caxaro, I entreat you, О noble progeny: let the nymphs 
seek thee; let thy Muse ...[invite, call, inspire] thee'. I write it down here in the 
Maltese language. 
A recital of [my] misfortunes, О my neighbours, the following I shall tell you, 
Such as has not been found either in the past or in you lifetime. 
An ungoverned, kmgless, and lordless heart 
Has thrown me into a deep well without a way up 
Into which, desiring death by drowning, I descend by the steps of my downfall, 
Rising and falling always in the stormy sea. 
My house, it has fallen down, [the one] I have long been abuilding. 
The workmen were not to blame, but it was the loose clay that gave way. 
I found loose clay where I had hoped to find rock; 
My house! It has fallen down! 
My house! It has pushed down its foundations. 
The workmen were not to blame, but the rock gave way. 
I found loose clay where I had hoped to find rock; 
The house I had long been a-building has collapsed! 
And that's how my house fell down! Build it up again! 
Change for it the place that harms it. 
He who changes [his] neighbourhood changes his fortune; 
For there is a difference of kind in every span of land: 
Some [land] there is which is white, some black, some red. 
More than this. There should you..." 
Since it was published, a number of scholarly publications on the Cantilena have 
appeared, dealing with various aspects of the poem. Cowan (1975) treats the 
Cantilena as a checkpoint for his theory about some historical sound changes in 
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Maltese. Bin-Bovingdon (1978), too, gives some comments on the development of 
the Maltese language, without any convincing theoretical background. Brincat 
(1986) studies the poem from a literary point of view, but makes some interesting 
linguistic remarks as well. 
In their publication of the Cantilena, Wettinger and Fsadni have included an 
analysis of the text. About the orthography, they remark that (1968:39) 'both the 
poem itself and the Maltese place names, surnames, and nicknames found in 
contemporary documents show that there was no agreed system of orthography of 
Maltese in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries'. The same sound is expressed by 
different letters, e.g. in the reflex of the Old Arabic (OA) w o r d ^ j : 'Haukrt'(7), 
'vackh'(10),and 'ucakit'(15), and one and the same letter can represent various 
sounds, like 'h', which represents OA ^ о г с » e-8- 'hali'(6), and 'hayran'(5), 
respectively. There is no differentiation between emphatics and non-emphatics, as 
Wettinger and Fsadni rightly point out, but Cowan (1975) has drawn conclusions 
about the development of imâla in Maltese on the basis of the vowels 
accompanying the letters representing Old Arabic emphatics. Cohen (1974) claims 
that in the Cantilena there is a clear distinction between OA 14 and /g/, as well as 
/h/ and /k/, but this claim is certainly not supported by the text.8 
In trying to find the meaning of the text, Wettinger and Fsadni (1968:41) take the 
position that 
'Modem Maltese should be used in preference to any other, where 
an obvious and fitting meaning can be obtained that way without 
doing violence to the text. Where, however, this cannot be done, 
and where a better understanding can be obtained through Arabic, 
resort should be had to that language, especially to the Arabic as it 
is spoken in North Africa. ' 
This principle is, in general, perfectly sound,9 although I would like to add that one 
should also take into account the results of historical Arabic linguistic research. 
The Cantilena is not only an extremely archaic form of Maltese, but it is also one 
of the very few documents written in an early form of New Arabic,10 without the 
author trying to achieve the Classical Arabic standard, as is the case in Middle 
Arabic texts, such as the Judaeo-Arabic texts found in Malta. Therefore, the 
Cantilena not only provides us with information about the early form of the 
Maltese language, but also about the development of New Arabic. Versteegh 
(1984:20-21) gives a list of 34 features in which the New Arabic language type, 
apart from the loss of the case endings, differs from the Old Arabic. A comparison 
8
 Cf for this point also the remarks made by Alexander Borg, 1978 47-4« 
' As has been pointed out earlier, Maltese has been cut off trom the influences of Classical 
Arabic since the second half of the thirteenth century One should, therefore, be extremely careful 
as to which variety of Arabic one turns to for help in finding the meaning of an old Maltese text 
The North African Arabic dialects have undergone some radical changes through the invasion of 
nomad Arab tribes m the 11th - 16th centunes, cf Fischer & Jastrow 1980 16. 
10
 Cf Blau 1981 96 for texts written in pure New Arabic instead of Middle Arabic 
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between the text at hand and this Hst shows, that although most of the features do 
not occur in the text, some do (the numbers are identical with Versteegh's): 
2. The sound shin a > i in prefixes {toltala), as in 'nichadithicum'(l), 'nenzel'(5), 
*nhila'(6), etc. The exceptional form 'nargia'(6) might be explained as resulting 
from the back consonant /r/, c£ Cowan 1975. 
3. The merger of IQw and Шу verbs: there are no instances of HIw verbs in the 
poem. However, we do find a merger of Шу and Ш^/^ verbs, as in 'timayt'(9). 
'Nhila'(6), 'vargia'(15), etc. According to Alexander Borg, in modem Maltese 
partial merger of Шу and ГП^  verbs is an historical development due to the loss 
of OA /7. The Cantilena represents an intermediate stage in this development, 
with OA /7 and /g/ lost in some positions, but still intact in others, as in 
'homorcom'(2), 'garca'(S), etc. Whether this loss of OA /7 and /g/ in the Ш j_ 
verbs in the Cantilena is due to its unstressed position, as Alexander Borg 
(1978:48) explains it, or whether it rather was a morphological feature of the 
original Arabic vernacular brought to Malta cannot be decided on the basis of 
the existing material. The latter option seems unlikely, however, because all the 
North African dialects have retained the distinction. 
5. The use of//- affixed to the verbs for indirect objects, this feature is unclear in 
the Cantilena, but it is probable in 'mectatilix'(8,12). 
13. The use of the indeclinable relative marker Ml: 'lili'(6,14), 'illi'(16). 
IS. Occlusive realization of the interdental spirants: there is one instance of a 
possible preservation of an interdental in the Cantilena. In the word 
'nichadithicum'(l), th could possibly represent OA /t/. However, one should 
also note 'Hactar'(20), where the same interdental is represented by t.n 
20. The use of a verbal particle with the imperfect verb to indicate a present 
durative: such a verbal particle is lacking in the text, even where one would 
expect H, as in line 6. 
21. The use of an analytical possessive construction: there is no occurrence of such 
an analytical construction. However, there are several instances of a synthetic 
genitive construction: 'Xideu il cada'(l), 'gjreni'(l), 'homorcom'(2), 
'narainranï(passim). 
22. The loss of the glottal stop: 'bir'(4) and 'deyyem'(6) are clear instances of this 
loss in medial position. The situation is unclear where OA /7 in initial position 
is concerned. 'Hactar'(20) shows some kind of representation, although its 
exact nature cannot be established. 
23. The reduction of short vowels in open syllables: the text shows loss of short 
vowels in this position in some instances, as in 'Mensab'(2), 'Nizlit'(ll), and 
'tred'(20). In most cases, it shows the insertion of extra vowels, as in 
'homorcom'(2), 'rimitme'(4), etc. 
24. The reduction of the opposition /i/ - /u/: there are several instances of this 
reduction, e.g. *timayt'(9) and 'tumayt'(13), 'гпШаШтіп'(8,12). 
25. The assimilation of the feminine endings -at, -à, -â' > -a: 'bayda'(19), 
'seude'(20), and 'hamyra'(20), show that, in priciple, OA /-â7 > a, with îmâla: 
11
 A special case is 'hemme'(19), from OA 
1988 
Cf also Alexander Borg 1978 25-25, Soravia 
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e. OA /-at/ is represented by -it in the genitive construction and by -a in 
'sura'(18), 'cada'(l)and 'garca'(5). 
26. The disappearance of the internal passive: the two passive forms in the text are 
expressed by the VII measure: 'Mensab' and 'nisab'(20). 
30. The agreement in number between subject and verbal predicate: there seems to 
be a problem in the Cantilena in the form 'MectatiUx (il) nnbaUimin'(8,12), 
where, according to Wettinger and Fsadni (1968:40) we find "the feminine 
singular verbal construction with the subject in the plural (...), so common in 
Semitic languages".12 
31. the nominal periphrasis of interrogative adverbs: there are two periphrastic 
adverbs in the text, although it should be remarked that they are not used as 
interrogatives: 'fen'(5,9,13) (from Ar. J j ) 'where', and 'halex'(18) (from Ar. 
c^^jji) 'because*. 
32. The word order Subject Verb Object (SVO) instead of Verb Subject Object 
(VSO): because the text at hand is a poem, we cannot conclude anything 
relevant about word order in the language it was written in. 
33. The use of serial verbs such as qa'ada, qáma, gâ'a, etc.: there is one serial verb 
in the text, used twice: 'nargia'(6) and 'vargja'(15) (from Ar. ¿»j ), meaning 'to 
do again', where in Old Arabic h means 'to come again, to begin again'. The 
use of this verb can also be connected with the following feature: 
34. The tendency to use asyndetic constructions with expressions with a modal 
meaning. The form '(n)argia' is asyndeticalry connected to the following verb, 
the action of which is (to be) repeated. A second asyndetic verbal construction 
is 'tumayt insib'(13), 'I hoped to find'. 
Conclusions Although most of the features listed by Versteegh do not occur in the 
Cantilena, those that do seem to fit into the general pattern of the sedentary Arabic 
dialects. Some, however, caO for a remark: the merger of Шу and Щ]і_ verbs 
might have been an early feature of the vernacular Arabic which was brought to 
Malta from Sicily, and not a result of the (gradual) loss of OA /7 and /g/ in Maltese 
Arabic. The loss of the Old Arabic interdentals might have been a gradual 
development in Maltese, independent from other sedentary dialects. This cannot be 
concluded from the evidence in the Cantilena alone. 
Another interesting point is, that in the possessive constructions, only the synthetic 
status constructus, as we know it from Classical Arabic, is used. This means that in 
the fifteenth century, the synthetic genitive was much more productive than it is in 
modem Standard Maltese. Later, it must gradually have lost ground to the 
analytical genitive with ta (< ta' < mtá') resulting in the present situation where 
the status constructus is still in use, but hs first noun can only belong to a restricted 
category of nouns, especially in the spoken language.13 
About the reduction of short vowels in open syllables, we have already noted that 
in the Cantilena this reduction does occur, but that we also find insertion of extra 
12
 This last remark is symbolic for the arabophobia of some Maltese scholars The construction 
mentioned is common in Classical Arabic, but certainly not in all Semitic languages, cf 
Brockelmann 1961 II 173-181 
1 Э
 Cf Schaben 1976 181-183 
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vowels. According to Brincat (1986:5), the insertion of extra vowels was an 
orthographic device used in the fifteenth century to separate consonantal clusters 
which were unknown in Latin and/or Sicilian. 
4.2 European Travellers to Malta 
Before the Knights of St. John made Malta their new headquarters in the sixteenth 
century, Malta was an obscure part of the Aragonese Empire which depended 
heavily on its economical and cultural ties with Sicily. The coming of the Order 
meant a drastic change in the situation: the archipelago became more open towards 
Central and Western Europe through the order's links with the noble families of 
Europe. The Knights' activities in Malta and the Mediterranean also attracted 
many Europeans who came to Malta to have a share in the wealth which was being 
transferred to the islands by the Order, most of them artisans, tradesmen and 
adventurers. Apart from these, Malta attracted a number of men of learning who 
visited the islands as guests of the Grand Master of the Order. To two of these 
travellers we owe early descriptions of the language spoken by the native Maltese. 
Both the German Hieronymus Megiser and the Englishman Phillip Skippon have 
provided us with a list of Maltese words. Both give a short but interesting 
observation on the native language. Megiser, who visited Malta in 1588, states:14 
'Ein kurzes Specimen der Maltesischen Sprach oder Verdeutschung 
etlicher gemeiner woerter der Africanischen oder Morischen sprach 
wie solche von alterher und noch heutige tags in der Insul Malta 
gebreuchlich'15 
Skippon, who was in Malta in 1664, remarks: 
'The natives of the country speak little or no Italian, but a kind of 
Arabick, like that the Moors speak; but in the cities, most speak 
Italian very well.' 
From the two word lists, and from the spelling used for the transcription in them, it 
is clear that neither of the two authors had any knowledge of either Classical or 
dialectal Arabic. One can wonder why both claimed that the Maltese spoke Arabic, 
although they themselves did not know this language. 
Cowan presents Megiser's list with many emendations, the German gloss, the 
modem Maltese equivalents in phonological transcription and an equation with the 
Romance or Classical Arabic form, and some comments. The original list consisted 
of 121 hems recorded in transcription, each followed by a German gloss. The last 
34 are the numerals from 1 - 20, the decades to 100, 100 to 500 by hundreds and 
1000 (Cowan 1964:217). Cowan admits that it is difficult to give a thorough 
14
 Cf Cowan 1964 217. 
15
 Cited from Cowan 1964 218 
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analysis of the material: Megiser did not know Maltese, which is obvious from his 
transcription, and there are almost no repetitions in the rather short text. 
Skippon's list is almost a century younger than Megiser's, and much longer (368 
items against Megiser's 121). The list is given in his book with the following 
introduction:16 
'The curious will be pleas'd with the following specimen of the 
language of Malta' 
The list itself is in Latin, followed by the Maltese gloss. The word order is not 
alphabetical, but rather haphazard. The spelling seems to be based on the Italian 
orthography. No Arabic letters are used. 
Conclusions: Travellers to Malta, who had no knowledge of Arabic, apparently did 
know that the Maltese spoke some kind of Arabic. There must have been several 
ways to come to that conclusion, we should not forget that Arabic, in those days, 
was lingua franca of the Mediterranean Sea and it is certainly not unthinkable that 
travellers witnessed in person how Maltese and Arabs could understand each 
other's speech without too many difficulties, as did the Swedish traveller 
Bjoemstahl.17 
The material gathered by these travellers is very interesting for the history of the 
Maltese language. For the present study, the material itself is of little interest, 
because the orthography was devised by non-Mahese and non-Arabists. However, 
an interesting point is constituted by the loan words which the authors have 
reproduced in their lists, and which show how far-reaching, both in the actual 
number of words and in the various domains these words represent, the influence 
of the Romance stratum in Maltese was. 
4.3 Gio. Pietro Francesco Agius De Soldanis 
The eighteenth century Maltese linguist and librarian G.P.F. Agius De Soldanis, 
whose work as a linguist will be discussed in Chapter Five, has left us a number of 
Maltese texts from an earlier period, two of which will be discussed in this chapter. 
The oldest of the two is a short prophecy about the price of land on Mount 
Xiberras, dating from the year 1566 and recorded by the historian of the Order, G. 
Bosio (Bosio 1602:745-746). Agius De Soldanis gives the two lines on the original 
spelling as recorded by Bosio, and in a spelling which he proposes for the 
standardization of Maltese writing. The former reflects the sixteenth century 
pronunciation, the latter that of Agius De Soldanis's own time:18 
The original version: 
16
 Skippon 1732 624 
1 7
 Cf above, ρ 2 
w De Soldanis Ms 144 82r 
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legi rimen en fil uardie 
Col sceber raba iesue uqie 
In Aghis De Soldanis's version: 
Iegj znrien hen fel Uardia 
l i kol sceber raba iessua ukia 
The English translation is: 'A time will come when at Wardia, every span of land 
will be worth an uncía'. 
It can be noted that the spelling of these lines is in both cases based on the Italian 
orthography: OA /w/ is symbolized by 'u', and /δ/ by 'se'. Aghis De Soldanis has 
changed the symbol for /k/ from 'c', as in the Italian system, to 'k'. He himself 
points out other differences between the two versions: 
rimen - zmien 
uardie - uardia 
iesue - iessua 
uqie - ukia 
He does not comment, however, on the fact that he spelled en 'when' (Ai.u^- ) as 
hen, and that he changed the second line from active to passive. 
Although there are differences in pronunciation between the two versions, Aghis 
De Soldanis says, there is no difference in the meaning ('senza perdere il 
significato', Ms. 144:82r). It is not surprising that this author tends to stress the 
fact that the language did not change much since Bosio's days, as he was actually 
defending the theory that Maltese was a modern form of the old Punic language.19 
Within this theory it was important to point out the continuity of the language, 
rather than the changes. As Aghis De Soldanis puts it (1750:59): 
Έ quel ch'è mirabile, che tale lingua per molti secoli è stata 
conservata nella bocca de' Maltesi e Goritani (...) a forza di 
memoria, passato da un all'altro, da Padre al figlio, al nipote ec. 
senza per che mai l'abbiano abbandonata' 
We will return to this point in Chapter Five, as we are concerned in this chapter 
with one of the many Maltese texts Aghis De Soldanis has gathered in his works. 
One of his manuscripts contains an Ode or Sonetto of sixteen lines in Maltese, 
which, according to Agius De Soldanis, was written by Gio. Francesco Bonamico 
from the isle of Malta proper, to be presented to Grand Master Nicol Cottoner 
(1663-1680). Again, Aghis De Soldanis presents the text in two versions, one in 
the original spelling, and one in Aghis De Soldanis's standardized spelling. The 
19
 Cf above, Chapter One, p. Iff and below, Chapter Five, p.S7ff. 
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Sonetto in the original spelling is the most interesting within the framework of this 
chapter: 
Sonetto 
Meiju giè bl'Uuard u Zahar 
Aadda 1 bait e Sceta, u'l Beracq 
T'ghattiet Tart be nuär, u l'Uueracq 
Heda e riech, seket el Bachar 
Tar e schab men miecce è Sema 
Sa f Γ e Gebiel neptet el chdura 
Regeet t'ghanni col Aasfùra 
U T el fern col cqalb t'ertema 
E qaila ferh kien fe di Gesira 
li ma kiensce min i uuennesha 
li ma kiensce min i charisha 
Kecu tepki el ghih phal Isira 
Enti el ferh, u'1 hena taana 
Cotoner daul ta aineina 
Tant li e Sema i chalhc chdeina 
FI' achar bait i coma e schana 
In Agius De Soldanis's spelling: 
Meiju gè u bel Uard, u e Zahar 
Ghadda el bart, e Scet, u el berak 
T'ghattiet l'Art be nuàr, u el uerak 
Heda e Rihh, seket el Bahhar 
Таг e shhab men uecc e Sema 
sa fel Gebel neptet el hhdura 
Reg-ghet t'ghanni kol Ghasfura 
U fel ferhh kol kalb t'ertema 
Kaila ferhh kien f din el Gkzira 
La makiensc (hem) min i Uuennesha, 
La makiensc (hem) min i hharisha 
Kieku tepki el ghihh phhal Lsira 
Enti el ferhh, u l'hena taghna 
Cotoner daul ta ghaineina 
Tant li e Sema i challik Hhdeina 
F'1 akbar bart i коша e shhana. 
The following English translation of the Sonetto is given by Wettinger and Fsadni 
(1968:34): 
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May came with flowers and blossoms 
Gone are the cold, the rain, and the lightning; 
The ground is covered with blossoms and leaves; 
The wind has ceased, the sea is quiet. 
Flown are the clouds from the face of the sky; 
Up on the hills the grass has sprouted; 
Every female bird is singing once more, 
And all the hearts are renewed with pleasure. 
There would be little pleasure in this island 
Had there not been one to keep her company, 
had there not been someone to guard her 
She would cry hunger like a slave. 
You are our pleasure and delight 
Cotoner light of our eyes, 
So long as Heaven keeps you near us, 
In the fiercest cold we shall have warmth. 
Both the original and the 'standardized' versions show that their spelling is not 
based on etymological or morphological rules, but more or less on phonetic 
representation. One can note the following features in the original spelling: 
• assimilation of the article with 'sun letters': и Zahar, e See ta, etc. 
• loss of voice before unvoiced consonants (regressive assimilation): 
teph, phal 
• assimilation of men and uecc, and in hensce mm 
The first two features reappear in Aghis De Soldanis's version of the Sonetto. 
Neither of the two versions show any signs of influence from Classical Arabic 
orthography. The writers did not try to reach the Classical Arabic norm, as in the 
case of the Maltese Judaeo-Arabic texts, but tried to represent a language for 
which there were no standard orthographic norms. For Aghis De Soldanis, a 
staunch supporter of the Punic theory, it is hardly surprising that he does not look 
towards Arabic as a baás for his Maltese orthography. The original version of the 
Sonetto, however, shows that even before Maius presented the Punic theory in 
1718, a spelling for Maltese was developing, independent from Arabic. Compared 
to the spelling of the Cantilena, Bonamico is far more consistent in his choice of 
letters representing the Maltese sounds, especially those which were foreign to the 
official written languages of Malta in those days, Italian and Latin. Not only does 
Bonamico use these letters consistently throughout the poem, he also gives a 
remarkably full representation of Old Arabic /7 and /g/, and of OA /q/: 
• OA /q/ is represented by 'q' or 'cq': Beracq, Uueracq, cqalb, qatla 
• OA /g/ is represented by 'gh' : t 'ghattiet, t 'ghanni 
THE OLDEST MALTESE TEXTS 55 
• OA /7 is represented by the doubling of the vowel: Aadda, Regeet, 
Aasfiira, taana10 
• There is no distinction between OA /h/ and /k/, both being represented 
by 'ch': riech, Bachar, schab, chdura, achar.11 
The spelling of Bonanrico's Sonetto points to a certain degree of phonological 
analysis of the language by the author: it is remarkably less arbitrary than that of 
the Cantilena However, because of lack of evidence, we cannot say whether this 
spelling was developed by Bonamico himself Although Aghis De Soldanis claims 
that his spelling was the first standard orthographic system for writing Maltese, it is 
possible that an earUer version existed, unknown to Aghis De Soldanis. 
Does the Sonetto reflect any influence from Arabic in phonology or grammar? This 
question is hard to answer. It is clear that, although the author did in no way try to 
write Classical Arabic, he, willingly or not, produced a sort of 'pure' Maltese, with 
hardly any words of non-Arabic origin. In the case of phonology, it can be seen 
that the spelling reflects the 'rural', rather than the 'urban' pronunciation, which 
Vassalli described over a hundred years later.11 Although in the Sonetto тете is no 
distinction between OA /h/ and /k/, there is a clear differentiation between OA /7 
and /g/, and between /k/ and /q/. This too could be viewed as a feature of 'pure' 
Maltese, not influenced by the Italian used in the cities. 
Looking at the differences between Bonamico's spelling and that of Aghis De 
Soldanis, the question arises why De Soldanis no longer differentiated between OA 
/7 and /g/, and /id and /q/ Did the pronunciation of Maltese change in the 75 years 
that separate the two versions of the text, so that De Soldanis did not recognize 
Bonamico's differentiations as variations in pronunciation, and consequently 
interprets them as variations in spelling, or did Bonamico, for some reason or 
other, use an etymological spelling which did not represent the actual 
pronunciation of his days, and which was rectified by De Soldanis? This question 
cannot be answered on the basis of the textual material 
4.4 Discussion of the Presented Material 
The texts presented in this chapter date from the late fifteenth to the second half of 
the eighteenth century. The Judaeo-Arabic texts which were found in Maltese 
archives form a special class of material, not only because they are written in the 
Hebrew alphabet, but also because their language is not an early form of Maltese. 
The texts clearly constitute an endeavour to reach the Classical Arabic norm, and 
can, therefore, be regarded as the last link between Malta and the 'Arabiyya, a link 
which was definitely cut with the expulsion of the Maltese Jews in 1492. 
2 0
 It can be noted that in De Soldanis' spelling, there is no differentiation between OA /7 and /g/, 
both being represented by 'gh' 
2 1
 Note that De Soldanis has changed this last word to akbar. 
1 2
 Cf above. Chapter Three, ρ 27ft* 
56 CHAPTER FOUR 
The Cantilena, which like the Judaeo-Arabic texts dates from the Ute fifteenth 
centuiy, is a totally different text: it is a poem written in the Latin alphabet. 
Although the meaning of some of hs lines is still doubtful, its language is 
undoubtedly Maltese. There are no indications of any influence from the Classical 
Arabic norm on the language, although the text shows an unexpected absence of 
Romance loan words. A possible explanation for this is that the author, through his 
professional use of Latin and Sicilian, was able to differentiate between words of 
Arabic and Romance origin in Maltese, and chose to use only the former, and 
avoid the latter as much as possible. 
The same absence of Romance loan words is shown in the seventeenth century 
Sonetto by Bonamico, and again the question arises why the author intentionally 
used a form of Maltese without any words of Romance origin. The two word lists 
drawn up by foreign visitors to the Maltese islands clearly show that a good 
number of Romance loan words were in use in Malta. In the case of the Sonetto, 
the 'pureness' of the language is not only based on the absence of loan words, but 
also on the much more sophisticated spelling used in the original version of the 
poem, and the reduction of this system by a later Maltese grammarian, Aghis De 
Soldanis. As this point touches directly on the subject of the next chapter, the early 
description and standardization of the Maltese language, it will be discussed there 
in more detail. 
What is the value of the material presented in this chapter for the central question 
of the present work, the influence of Arabic on the development of the Maltese 
language? First of all, we see that only a small number of the Maltese inhabitants, 
namely the Jews, with their commercial and cultural ties all over the 
Mediterranean, were trying to keep up the link with Classical Arabic grammar. It is 
impossible to telL however, in how far this link to the Arabic-speaking mainland 
actually influenced the spoken language of the Maltese Jews. The only 
contemporary text from the Maltese Christian community, the Cantilena, does not 
indicate any influence from Classical Arabic grammar, although it shows that its 
author might have been well aware of the difference between original Maltese 
words and Romance loan words. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
THE EARLIEST MALTESE STUDIES 
5.0 Introduction 
In the previous chapter, the available material from the earliest periods of Maltese 
linguistic independence from Classical Arabic has been presented and analysed for 
Classical Arabic influences. In this chapter, the earliest linguistic studies of Maltese 
will be discussed, with special attention to the influence which the knowledge of 
Arabic and other Semitic languages had on the development of Maltese studies. 
It can be argued that Maltese studies started for very practical reasons: Maltese 
grammars and dictionaries were needed by the non-Maltese rulers, the Knights of 
the Order of St. John, for their direct communications with those Maltese who did 
not speak any other language than Maltese. As far as we know, most early Maltese 
grammars and dictionaries were written by members of the Order. Only later, in the 
early eighteenth century, did the origin of Maltese and its relations to other Semitic 
languages become a subject of scholarly interest. 
This development of Maltese linguistics, from a practical instrument for 
communicative purposes, to a more theoretical discussion of the Semitic 
backgrounds of the language, as well as the backgrounds of the already discussed 
Punic theory, will be the subject of this chapter. 
5.1 Early Maltese Grammars and Dictionaries 
In his Biblioteca Maltese of 1764, Mifsud1 lists a number of Maltese grammars and 
dictionaries in script, written in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries: 
• a Maltese-Italian dictionary from the seventeenth century by an 
unknown author. 
• a Maltese grammar with an Italian-Maltese dictionary by a French 
Knight of the Order of St. John, named Thezan. Mifsud remarks that 
Thezan added ten Arabic letters to the Latin alphabet for his Maltese 
spelling system, but, unfortunately, he does not state which letters he 
used. 
• a Maltese grammar, with a Maltese-Italian and French dictionary, by 
Francesco Bardon. 
Agjus De Soldanis, in his Maltese grammar (1750 61), mentions the existence of 
two earlier Maltese grammars, one by Mgr. Fra. Domenico Sceberras, Bishop of 
Epiphany, and one by Tournon, a Knight of the Order, without giving any details 
!Cf Cassola 1992 X-X1 
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on the works themselves. In the local Maltese libraries, no copies of these works, 
nor of those mentioned by Mifsud, seem to have survived (Cremona 1945:15). h is 
only recently that an anonymous manuscript with the title Regole per la lingua 
maltese was discovered in the аШсеШапа Library in Rome. Arnold Cassola, a 
Maltese scholar, was the first to publish on the subject2 (Cassola 1988). 
The manuscript contains a short grammar of the Maltese language of 17 pages, an 
Italian-Maltese dictionary of 197 pages, a Maltese-Italian dictionary of 142 pages, 
and a section which is called lta¿lim αξί Soldat, methode pour fair faire 
¡exercise des armes en langue maltotse, of 12 pages.9 The manuscript is backdated 
to the first two decades of the eighteenth century, or even to the second part of the 
seventeenth century. It is therefore the oldest available grammar and dictionary of 
Maltese. 
From the information provided by Mifsud and Aghis De Soldanis, we know that in 
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, a number of grammars and 
dictionaries were written by Knights of the Order. From the contents of the 
Regole, a manuscript which fits well into this line of grammars and dictionaries, it 
is clear that the object of these works must have been a practical one. The Order of 
St John, the rulers of Malta, had to have a certain knowledge of Maltese, 
especially those among them who had to work directly with locals who could 
speak nothing but Maltese. The section / ta ¿lint a¿l Soldat shows this need for a 
practical dictionary for military purposes.4 
For the present study, it is interesting to notice that the author of the Regole used 
ten Arabic letters to represent those sounds which are not represented in the Latin 
alphabet An important question is, whether these letters were used purely for 
phonetic reasons, without any influence from etymology, or to underline the 
historical relations between Maltese and Arabic? In a grammar which is intended 
purely for practical use, one hardly expects to find any etymological theory Still, 
the author does mention that Maltese is (a form of) Arabic in the part of the 
grammar dealing with the verbs (£92): 
"gl'arabi formano loro presente della terza persona del preterito 
perfetto, ristessa regola doverci seguitare, questo linguaggio 
essendo arabo (...) 
2
 The manuscript was discovered in the Vallicelliana Library by Dr Peter Rietbergen from the 
History Department of the University of Nijmegen and by Dr Cassola almost simultaneously As 
Dr Cassola was the first to publish about the manuscript, however, his publication will be the 
basis for the presentation of the Regole per la Imgva maltese m this chapter 
3
 Because of this last section, and because of certain linguistic features of the preceding 
dictionary, Cassola (1988 20) concludes that the Regole per la lingua maltese was written by a 
French Knight of the Order Because a part of the lay-out of the volume coincides with I S 
Mifsud's description of Thezan's work, and ten Arabic letters were used, Cassola ascribes the 
authorship of the work to 'the French Knight Thezan' (1988 20) However, in his comments to 
Cassola's work, which are contained in the volume, Cassar Pullicino remarks that both 
authorship and date of the manuscript are still uncertain (Cassola 1988 7-10) 
See also Wettinger's remarks in Cassola 1988 11 
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To come to this conclusion, the author must have had some knowledge of Arabic 
grammar, at least of the conjugation of the verb. The description of the Arabic 
letters with examples is as follows (f 3r.-4v): 
¿> questa lettera si chiama, the in arabo et si pronuncia giungendo la lingua a li 
denti d'aho. Ex. ¿> enem, due, ¿¿tem, secondo, abia ¿· bianco, ^ rida, 
pannata, ¿¡eumin, gjmmelli, ¿*ohba, pertaso 
i questa si chiama dhal, et si pronuncia dell'istesso modo del the. Ex. i el, 
ombra, ieheb, oro, ¿enub, peccato, fé -" a, argento, ermem, sparso, 
e» ak, quello 
ò questa я chiama, caf, et si pronuncia tutta della gola, Ex. J albi, core mio, 
ó ares, agro, J alla, piano, J auui, forte, J ahi, crudele, pò aila, spinachi 
r questa si chiama, hha, et si pronuncia con forsa, Ex.^abib, amico,^alliel, 
ladro,^amar, asino, a ζ mar, rosso,r_ olib, latte, ^ orbten, fugitivo, £ о/, 
sciogliere, cut, pesce 
r questa si chiama cha, et si pronuncia come se ci volesse sputare, Ex. ^ ia, 
fratel mio, о с ti, sorella mia, £ anzir, porco, patera, cognato mio, £ al, 
aceto, a rjn, ascondere 
7; questa lettera et (sic) persiana et si chiama cim et si pronuncia come il ce et 
il ci in italiano, Ex. mari
 & non voglio, коп
 ε
, eri tu, WÉJ-
 U ad, io nego, 
manzi^, non più 
Jb questa è un, scim, et si pronuncia come se in italiano. Ex. J- e, che, j -
ellugi, mancino, em j-i, camma, me -» em j·, non see, J- ini, galera 
f- questa si chiama, ain, et si pronuncia aprendo la bocca tutto della gola, Ex 
acridi, io ho, a^jtn, fontana 
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l· questa si chiama, gain, et si pronuncia come ain. Ex. ç_ arib, forestiero, £_ ar, 
grotta, цат, ñeco, ξ_αΙι, саго 
» questa si chiama, he, et si pronuncia con forza dello stomaco 
The Arabic names of these letters are correct, but their distribution constitutes a 
problem: in general, their use is etymologically correct, e g in the distribution of/7 
and /g/ and of /h/ and /k/, but in a number of cases, the author seems to be 
uncertain about the Arabic etymon, especially in the case of typical dialectal words 
such as man ¡- , 'I do not want', (modem Standard Maltese ma max from *ma 
inridx). A much more puzzling problem is bis use of the interdentalst and * , as, 
for example, in abia¿>, 'white', the Arabic etymon of which is 'abyad, not 'abyat. 
Under ·> , he gives fe •" a, 'silver', which in Arabic is fidda, not fid da 
Theoretically, this representation of Arabic Id/, once as a voiced, and once as an 
unvoiced interdental ('giungendo la Lingua a li denti d'alto'), might be explained 
by a merger of Old Arabic d and d to the interdental d (cf however Alex. Borg 
1978 22-23, and Fischer & Jastrow 1980 39), which, through the loss of 
velarization in Maltese, has merged with d, as in л el, 'shadow', which in Arabic is 
zill The representation of this sound as t in abia¿j 'white' can be explained as a 
result of the word-final devoicing mechanism which is such a characteristic 
phenomenon of modem Maltese (cf Schabert 1976 32), and which we have 
already encountered in Bonamico's Sonetto, where we find bari 'cold' for modem 
Standard Maltese bard.9 In that case, the use of the Arabic letters ¿* and » would 
indicate that Maltese had known interdentals until the late seventeenth century. 
There are some indications for the existence of interdentals in old Maltese the 
word nichadithtcum 'I will tell you' in Caxaro's Cantilena, and some words from 
Megiser's word-list, such as fne 'Zwey', and Fhetash 'Dreyzehen'.6 Aghis De 
Soldanis (1750:71-76) also mentions interdentals in his Alfabeto Punico-Maltese? 
This again means that, at least in the case of the interdentals, the Arabic letters 
represent the actual pronunciation In the case of 'am and gain, however, the 
matter is different. The author differentiates between the two in an etymologically 
correct way, although he states that /g/ is pronounced in the same way as /7 ('si 
pronuncia come am') In this case, it seems that the spelling is based on etymology, 
rather than on actual pronunciation. 
Why would the author opt for phonetic representation in the one case, and for 
etymological correctness in the other? In the case of the interdentals he might have 
5
 Cf above, ρ 53 
* Cf above, ρ 50, and Alex Borg 1978 24-25 
7
 De Soldaras's work on Maltese studies will be discussed in 5 3 
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given the etymologjcally correct forms by introducing the symbol d. We should 
keep in mind that he did introduce the symbol ^ too, although it represents only an 
etymological value. 
If we assume that there was a differentiation between 'am and gam (and also 
between /h/ and /k/), and that 'si pronuncia come ain' would mean 'is pronounced 
in the same way as 14, but is not identical with h', then the problem would be 
solved: the author used the Arabic letters for purely phonetic reasons to represent 
sounds for which the Latin alphabet had no symbols. This assumption is based on 
the information given by the later grammarians Vassalli and Panzavecchia, which 
indicates that these differentiations still existed in the early nineteenth century.8 
Moreover, there is a parallel case in the description of the pronunciation of J : ' si 
pronuncia dell'istesso modo del the ', which does not mean that both ^ and ¡ 
represent the same sound. 
In my opinion, the author had a very practical approach to Maltese, and was not 
interested in discussing that language's relation to Arabic. The use of a number of 
Arabic letters for the representation of some Maltese sounds served only a 
practical purpose, not a theoretical one. how can I represent these sounds, for 
which there is no equivalent in the Latin alphabet? Whether this use of Arabic 
letters fitted into an already existing tradition is hard to say, since we know next to 
nothing about the authorship of the manuscript.' 
5.2 The Position of Arabic in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Malta 
hi 1632, the Franciscan Fathers started a school for teaching Arabic in Malta, 
urged on by the Sacra congregazione de Propaganda Fide. The Franciscans had a 
long tradition in the teaching of Arabic,10 and had already founded a school in 
Rome in 1622 (Agrus 1980: Ш). Their aim was to better prepare missionaries for 
their missions to the Holy Land by teaching them Arabic. At about the same time, 
the Jesuits taught Arabic at their College in Valletta, for their missionary work 
amongst the Muslim slaves in Malta (cf. Aghis 1980. If). 
The teaching by the Franciscans was based on the Arabic grammar written by 
Thomas Obicini O.F.M.11 Mohammed Ben Cheneb, in his article on Ibn Àgurrûm in 
the Encyclopaedia of Islam?, remarks on the original Arabic work: 
'On account of its conciseness, often at the sacrifice of clearness, it is 
easily learned by heart in the schools, although it is not very useful to 
• Cf below. Chapter Six, ρ 71ff 
9
 Cf above, footnote 3 See also Cassar Pulhcino's remarks m Cassola 1988 7-10 
1 0
 Cf Juynboll 1931 12ff 
1 1
 The grammar is called Grammatica arabica i-«jj>-VI appellata Cum versione latina ас 
dilucida expositione It was printed by the said Congregation ш Rome in 1631. 
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beginners who require more lucidity in the exposition of principles. In 
any case, the grammar contains in a concise form information on the 
declension of nouns and conjugation of verbs and use of the cases.' 
Further teaching material was an Arabic translation of the Psalter and the Gospel. 
According to Aghis (1980:28), Obicini's work was based on Erpenms's Latin 
translation of the Agurrûmîya,11 to which he gave his comments. 
In sixteenth and early seventeenth century Europe, those who studied Arabic, 
generally did so for one of these four reasons: 
• for trading purposes with Islamic countries; 
• for the study of medicine and science; 
• for a better understanding of Hebrew, then considered to be the origin 
of all languages; 
• for the propaganda of the Christian faith in the Muslim world. 
We do not know whether Arabic was taught in Malta for any other purpose than 
the missionary. Although the Order of St. John was officially at war with the 
Muslims, they must have felt the need to communicate with their Arabic- or 
Turkish-speaking Muslim slaves. As we have seen in S 1, the use of Arabic letters 
was not unknown amongst the Knights. Although there is no proof for this, it is 
not inconceivable that some of the Knights, who ran a famous hospital in Valletta, 
had learned Arabic during their medical training. 
Aghis does not mention any studying of Arabic in Malta as a tool for the better 
understanding of Hebrew. However, we should bear in mind that in the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries, the relations between the various Semitic 
languages were less well known than they are today: Hebrew was considered to be 
the origin of all languages, and a fortiori of the Semitic languages. This is 
particularly important for the correct appreciation of the importance and scholarly 
attractiveness of the Punic theory, that is the theory according to which Maltese 
was a remnant of the old Phoenician language, which was closely related to 
Hebrew, rather than an offshoot of Arabic.13 
5.3 Agius De Soldanis and the Punic Theory 
In 1750, the first grammar of Maltese was published in printed form, included in 
Aghis De Soldanis's treatise on the Maltese language Della lingua punica 
presentemente usata da Maltesi ас. ovvero nuovi documenti li quali possono 
11
 Printed in 1617 in Leyden Cf JuynboU 1931 and Fuck 1955 59ff for more general 
information on the works of Erpenius 
1 3
 Τ Reinesius (in Graevius 1702) wrote a treatise De lingua Punica, ш which he refutes the 
error that Phoenician is the same as Arabic It is unknown whether this theory, which is refuted 
by Reinesius, had had any influence on the theory of a Punic origin of Maltese However, in 
Malta the Punic theory was readily accepted because it offered a good alternative to the more 
obvious but unpopular Arabic origin 
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servire ώ lume all'antica lingua etnisca; stesi m due dissertazioni ¿oc. dal 
canonico Gio: Pietro Francesco Agtus De Soldants, e consacrati ali'III. то Signor 
Fra. Sestio Angelo Dericard Commendatore de la Villedieu et Astros, e Bali ' 
dell'Ordine Gerosolimitano. This work contains five different works on the 
Maltese language: 
- Dell'origine della lingua punica presentemente usata da' Maltesi 
- Del vantaggio che puole apportare a tutti la lingua punica presentemente usata 
da'Maltesi 
- Nuova scuola di grammatica per agevolmente apprendere la lingua punica-
maltese aperta agli studenti maltesi, e forestieri abitanti in Malta: dal canonico 
Gio. Pietro Francesco Agius De Soldanis, e consacrata all'Ill.mo Signor Fra Don 
Giuseppe Almeida de Portugal, cavaliere dell'Ordine Gerosolimitano, e 
falconiere di sua altezza emmentisstma 
- Idea d'un dizionario della lingua Punica-Maltese all'DLmo Signore D. Felice 
Manduca, piscopo Conte di Montaho 
- Idea del dizionario Italiano, e Punica-Maltese, aggiungendovi ad ogni voce altri 
significati, all'DLmo Signor Barone D. Ferdinando Castelletti 
In the first two 'dissertazioni', De Soldanis explains why, in his view, it is 
worthwhile to study the Maltese language. The main theme of his first treatise is 
the origin of Maltese, while the second deals with the advantages which the study 
of Maltese can bring. 
In the first treatise, De Soldanis describes how before him, many men of learning 
have written about the origin of Maltese and the many différent languages which 
have been named as the origin of that language: Arabic, Carthaginian, Hebrew, 
Phoenician, Punic, Samaritan, Syriac, and even Greek. However, De Soldanis says 
(1750:22-23), that it was Johannes Henricus Mams (in his Specimen linguae 
pumcae) who proved 'con prove ed autorità valevoli' that 'la nostra lingua (è) 
propriamente Punica1. He then goes on to explain how the Punic language came to 
Malta, and how it could survive there. 
The Punic-speaking people, he says, came to Malta, Gozo, and Panteüaria as 
friends of the Maltese. Later, after their homeland was lost, they stayed in these 
islands. During the later ages, the spoken languages in Malta became uniformized, 
and so Punic is still preserved in the islands. Later, after the Carthaginians had 
come to Malta, the Greek, and after them the Arabs or 'Saraceni' came. From 
Arabic, the Carthaginians took over some words and expressions, but, De Soldanis 
says, Malta never became a melting pot of languages like some Sicilian places. He 
admits that Arabic, like Syriac and Hebrew, is related to Punic; it even has its 
origin in h, and kept many characteristics of h. This does not mean, in De 
Soldanis's view, that modern Maltese is Arabic, although, he says, the Arabs 
stayed in Malta for a long time. 
The Arabs, he reasons, did not change the language spoken in Malta. A people like 
the Arabs, who came to Malta as friends, had no right to change that island's 
language. If that had happened, he argues, other people who have come to Malta 
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would have done the same, and the Maltese would then have all spoken Arabic, or 
Greek, or Gothic, or French, or Spanish, or ultimately Italian. This did not happen, 
he goes on, and all the foreigners who came to Malta had to adapt to the Punic 
language, like the foreigners who come to Malta do today. Even the Order of St. 
John, who came from Rhodes in the company of four thousand men, has never 
changed Malta's language. There are, of course, many Maltese in Valletta who 
speak Italian, but even they still speak Maltese to each other. The fact that the 
Maltese were able to keep their own language, even under a great number of 
foreign rulers, is unique, says De Soldanis. 
In the second treatise, the author deals with the advantages the study of Maltese 
can bring. In the first place, he says, Punic-Maltese is older than Arabic. In fact, the 
Arabic alphabet has not got enough letters to symbolize all the Maltese sounds, so 
Arabic could never have been the origin of Maltese. In the second place, Punic-
Mahese can be of great help in the deciphering of Etruscan, which De Soldanis 
considers to be a younger form of Phoenician. 
It is a pity, he says, that the Maltese have not kept their original Punic alphabet. 
Much more of the original language would have been kept, than in the present 
situation. Therefore, it is necessary that his idea for a new Maltese alphabet be 
accepted, in order to cultivate the old Punic-Maltese language, and to preserve 
what is left of h. 
De Soldanis (1750:71-76) gives a description of his alphabet, which he calls 
Alfabeto Punico Maltese. He has opted, as he says, for an alphabet of 26 Latin 
symbols.14 He has chosen the Latin, rather than the Hebrew, Greek or Arabic 
alphabet, because the Latin script is used by the English, French, Spanish, Germans 
and other Europeans. The 26 symbols are all consonants. He does not list the 
vowels, accept a, which he calls Ale/, and /, which is used both as a vowel, and for 
Old Arabic /y/. The symbols are listed in their Arabic order and under their Arabic 
names:
19 
a Alef, as in arbatasc 'fourteen' 
b Be 
t Te 
th The (OA /t/), as in thielet 'third' 
g Gim 
hh Hha (OA /h/), as in hhait 'wall' 
ch Cha (OA /k/), as in chait 'thread' 
d Dal 
r Re 
ζ Ζαιη 
s Sm 
sc OA /s7, as in German sch and Spanish χ 
1 4
 He remarks that the Punic alphabet had only 22 letters, but that he has enlarged his alphabet 
'per maggior facilità degli Studenti' (De Soldanis 1750 71) 
13
 For the Arabic alphabet, De Soldants refers to the publication of the Arabic alphabet by the 
Congregatie de Propaganda Fide, Rome 1715 In his Idea d'un dizionario della lingua punica-
maltese, which follows his grammar, De Soldanis has not used the Arabic alphabetical order, but 
the normal Latin one 
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ts Ddhad (OA /4/)· 'grave, e duro, я proferisce tra'denti nella punta della 
lingua' 
gh Aam (OA /'/), as in gham 'eye', and, with a dot over it, for 
OA /g/, as in ¿Aar 'grotto' 
/ Fe 
q Qhaf OA /к/, as in metmeq 'from you' 
к Kaf OA /q/, as in kous Ъо , arch' 
/ ¿om 
m Α/ί/я 
л М/я 
h Не 
ν Vau 
1 Ie(OA/yf) 
gk for the Hebrew /g/ 
ζ for [ts] 
It is interesting to see that De Soldanis lists both the interdentals which are 
described in the anonymous Regole per la lingua maltese mentioned earlier. In the 
alphabet, q usually represents OA/k/: menneq 'from you', while к stands for 
OA/q/: kadim 'old'. However, q sometimes represents /q/ as well, as in baqra 
'cow'. 
De Soldanis's position is clear: he wanted the Maltese language to be cultivated by 
giving it its proper alphabet, grammar and dictionary. Moreover, he had to get 
people to actually use this Maltese alphabet, and to develop a tradition of Maltese 
literature. To achieve this, he had to make the people proud of their language, and 
so he stressed its historical importance: it is descended from the oldest Semitic 
language, and it is unique in that it was able to stand up against so many invading 
languages. And apart from all that, it is also very important for the deciphering of 
the puzzling Etruscan language. 
Considering the position of Arabic in both treatises, it seems that De Soldanis is 
defending his theory of Punic descent against the theory of Maltese being of Arabic 
origin (1750:38): 
'Lo che ad alcuni persuase, che la nostra tavella Maltese fosse 
Saracena, il che è falso' 
The Arabs, he says, did not affect the original language of the Maltese, because, in 
the first place, they came as friends and had no right to change the language of the 
Maltese, and in the second place, the Maltese were of a spirit and religion which 
was contrary to that of the 'Saraceni' (De Soldanis 1750:39, note a).1* 
In 1810, Gesenms wrote a monograph on the subject of the Punic theory as a 
reaction to a publication by Bellermann in 1809. Gesenius gives a short 
introduction on the origin of the Punic theory, which, he says, had its most fervent 
16
 De Soldanis mentions the massacre of 1749 by the Turks to illustrate this difference Here те 
have a fine example of what Cohen calls 'préventions d'ordre religieux conduisant à des 
hypothèses stérilisantes sur une origine non arabe (phénicienne, punique, 'cananénne' [sic])' 
(1966 1), cf above, ρ 3 
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defenders in Quintinus (the historian who wrote a description of the Maltese 
islands for the benefit of the Order of St. John before they decided to accept the 
archipelago as their new home), Mahis, and in Aghis De Soldanis. In Gesenhis's 
opinion, Mahis was the most judicious of the three, but, unfortunately, he had only 
very little material upon which to build his opinion. About De Soldanis, Gesenhis 
(1810.VI note a) is very outspoken: 'Als völlig incompetent bewährt sich dagegen 
Agius [De Soldanis, MP]'. He has to admh, however, that De Soldanis was a very 
important author who published a lot of original Maltese material.17 Part of this 
material consists of 'the Dialogues', discussed by Cassar Pullicino in 1947 and by 
Marshall in 1971, and of lists of words and phrases used by the eighteenth century 
Maltese. The material can be found in the National Malta Library (Ms. 144). 
5.4 Mikiel Anton Vassalli18 
At the end of the eighteenth century, a young Maltese scholar by the name of 
Mikiel Anton Vassalli, published a number of books on the Maltese language. His 
work is generally considered to be the starting point for the long process of 
standardization which resulted in the Standard Maltese as we know it today. This 
process, and the way it was influenced by Arabic grammar, will be the subject of 
Chapter Six. 
Vassalli was bom in the village of Zebbug in 1764 under the name of Vassallo. 
After the publication of his Maltese Grammar in Latin in 1791, he became known 
as Vassalli, the genitive form of his surname It seems that he was intended for the 
priesthood, and therefore his biographer Cremona assumes that he studied at the 
Seminary in Mdina He apparently studied a little philosophy, theology, 
jurisprudence, and literature, and probably also a certain amount of oriental 
languages Vassalli himself, however, acknowledges that at the age of seventeen, 
apart from Maltese, he knew or spoke no other languages.19 In 1790, at the age of 
twenty-six, he published his first work on Maltese, his Alfabet Malti Mfysser byl 
Malti « bit-Talyân - Alfabeto Maltese spiegato m lingua Maltese ed Italiano. At 
that time, he had been living in Rome for some time, where he studied Arabic and 
other Semitic languages In 1793, he published a translation of three Arabic 
epitaphs found in Sicily. On the title page of this publication, he is called Professor 
of Oriental Languages (cf Cremona 19408-11). 
Vassalli's great dream, announced in the introduction to his Lexicon, was to raise 
the level of education in Malta and Gozo by teaching the Maltese people in their 
own language. It was for that reason that he did his best to develop a standard 
spelling and grammar of Maltese, as well as a Maltese dictionary.20 His Mylsen 
1 7
 De Soldanis has provided us with Bonamico's Sonetto, which has been discussed in Chapter 
Four, ρ 41ff 
1 8
 Vassalli's biography was first published in Maltese by Anthony Cremona m Jl-Malti, the 
quarterly journal of the Ghaqda tal-Ktttieba tal-Malti, and later, in 1940, as a book, in a revised 
and amended English translation 
1 9
 Cf his Lexicon, ρ XIV 
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Phoemco-Pwucum srve Grammatica Melitensis was published in 1791, and his 
Ktyb yl Klym Malti, Mfysser byl-Latm и byt-Taljan sive Liber Dicttomtm 
Melitensmm, hoc est Michaelis Automi Vassalli Lexicon Melitense-Latino-Italum 
in 1796, both printed by Fulgoni in Rome2 1 Vassalli returned to Malta in 1794 or 
1795, where he sent a petition to Grand Master De Rohan in which he asked for 
permission to open a public school to teach Maltese reading and writing. The 
permission was granted, but it is doubtful whether the school was ever opened 
(Cremona 1940 12-14). Due to his strong nationalistic ideas, Vassalli got involved 
in political unrest, and was forced to leave Malta in 1797. He did return for a short 
while under the French occupation, but was banished again by the British This 
time his banishment lasted longer, for he did not return to his homeland until 
1820» 
Vassalli's linguistic work on Maltese started in 1790 with the presentation of his 
Alfabet Malti Mfysser byl Malti и bit-Tafyân - Alfabeto Maltese spiegato m 
lingua Maltese ed Italiano. Vassalli buut his alphabet upon a number of basic rules 
which proved to be fundamental to the later development of Standard Maltese: 
1 No letter should have more than one sound 
With this rule, Vassalli wanted to prevent the use of A" for the combination KS 
2 No sound should be represented by more than one letter 
Vassalli was against the use of letter-combinations as De Soldanis had introduced, 
such as Ch, Hh, Gk He states that this rule prevented him to adopt the letter Q, 
which, according to him; is always used together with u. Without the u, its sound is 
the same as that of К The use of both is prevented by rule 3 
3 No letter should represent a sound already represented by another letter 
This rule prevents the use of С for the sound represented by K. 
4 Every letter should be stable in its sound 
this rule is designed to rule out the difference in pronunciation of С and G 
according to the following vowel, as in Italian. For the loss of voice in В and D in 
certain positions, turning them into Ρ and T, Vassalli remarks that these letters 
should be retained in these positions, because they express the roots ('La radice') 
of the word 
2 0
 Vassalh's importance for the standardisation of Maltese will be discussed in more detail in 
Chapter Six, ρ 7Iff 
2 1
 Through this printer, Vassalli seems to have been in close contact with the Propaganda Fide, 
cf Cremona 1940 11-12 
1 2
 Vassalh's role in the political events in the last decade of the eighteenth century, which saw 
the end of the Order's rule in Malta, and the coming of the French, as well as his later life in 
Malta under British rule, will be discussed in Chapter Six, ρ 71ff 
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On the basis of these rales, Vassalli dismissed the letters C, G, Q and X. He 
retained the letters T, F, K, L, M, N, P, R, S, B, D, H. The letter J is used only as a 
consonant. V is used for diphthongs only, to replace U: va ve vy vo vu instead of 
ua ue uy ui uo uu. W is used for OA Λν/. Ζ is used only for [z], never for [ts], for 
which he designed a new symbol 
Foi the vowel sounds, he uses seven letters: a e y i ou ce, of which Y is used to 
express the sound which Kes between E and /, in modem Standard Maltese ie. JE 
represents the sound between A and E at the end of certain femmine words. 
Apart from these 23 normal Latin letters, Vassalli designed ten new symbols to 
express the sounds of the Maltese language.23 It is remarkable that he did not use 
Arabic letters, although he himself knew Arabic welL In my view, this is a clear 
statement about how Vassalli saw the relationship between Maltese and Arabic. 
Because of their weird shapes, Vassalli's new letters were unacceptable to the 
Maltese, and Vassaffi's work never became popular among the people. Later, in 
the Italian version of his grammar, he changed most of these symbols to a more 
acceptable form. These are the letters of his first version: 
ssalli's 
Symbol 
Γ 
V 
Ά 
Φ 
1 
3 
û 
t 
Щ 
3 
for 
OA/g/ 
[tJ] 
OA/h/ 
OA/k/ 
[g] 
OA/g/ 
OA/7 
OA/q/ 
OA/SV 
OA [ts] 
2 3
 Unfortunately, Vassalli does not state where he got these new letters бот, although some seem 
to have been taken from the Cyrillic. 
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5.5 Conclusions 
According to bibliographical sources from the eighteenth century, the Order of St. 
John was the first to start linguistic activities dealing with the Maltese language. 
Up till now, only one of their grammars and dictionaries of Maltese have been 
found, a manuscript which, being intended for the purpose of direct communication 
with the local people, shows a very practical approach to the language. The 
manuscript itself shows that its unknown author was well aware of the close 
relationship between Maltese and Arabic. For the transcription of the Maltese 
sounds he has opted for the Latin alphabet, enlarged by ten Arabic letters. It is not 
clear how well this author knew Arabic, and what informants he used, but he 
expressly states in his grammar that the Maltese language is Arabic. Whether his 
use of Arabic letters for the writing of Maltese was based on etymology, rather 
than on the actual pronunciation, seems doubtful. 
From the early seventeenth century onwards, Malta was a centre for the teaching 
of Arabic by the Franciscans and the Jesuits, mainly for missionary purposes. Apart 
from this, Arabic might have been studied by the Knights in the course of their 
medical training, and for the purpose of communication with their Muslim slaves 
and prisoners. Arabic studies have also played a role in the study of the Semitic 
languages, and in the revival of the Punic theory, which claims that Maltese is 
descended from the Phoenician or Punic language. 
The Punic origin of Maltese was first mentioned by Quintín in his description of the 
Maltese islands of 1536. Later, in the early eighteenth century, it was worked out 
in more detail by the German scholar Mams. Through Mams, it was readily picked 
up by the Maltese scholar Aghis De Soldanis, who saw this Punic origin as a means 
to restore the 'Punico-Mahese' language. For this purpose, he developed a 
standardized alphabet based entirely on the Latin alphabet. Although his 
orthographic work was clearly influenced by the Arabic alphabet, he denied that 
the origin of Maltese was Arabic, rather than Punic, and he even claimed that the 
study of Maltese might be helpful for the deciphering of the Etruscan language. 
At the end of the eighteenth century, Vassalli started his work on the 
standardization of the Maltese language by developing an alphabet, a grammar and 
a dictionary. Although his spelling system was not appreciated by the Maltese, 
mainly because of its use of a number of newly-coined symbols, its basic rules were 
to become instrumental for the work of later linguists. 

CHAPTER SIX 
T H E STANDARDIZATION OF MALTESE 
6.0 Introduction 
In the last chapter we have seen how linguistic interest in the Maltese language had 
developed from the early seventeenth century onwards, with grammars and 
dictionaries written by, and intended for the benefit of foreigners, usually Knights 
of the Order of St. John, who might have been in command of Maltese-speaking 
locals. We have also seen how later, interest in the Maltese language concentrated 
more on the origin of the language and its connection to other Semitic languages. 
In this chapter, we will discuss the way in which these early Maltese studies 
eventually led to the Standard Maltese we know today. 
In the first part of this chapter, the historical setting of the standardization process 
will be shown, starting with the important change of rule from the Order of St. 
John to the British Empire at the end of the eighteenth century, which greatly 
influenced the language situation in Malta. In the second part, we shall turn to the 
process of standardization itself, and to the choices which were made during the 
various stages of this process. Finally, we will look at the position of Arabic in 
nineteenth century Malta, and the way in which the standardization process in 
Malta was influenced by European Orientalist grammar 
6.1 The Introduction of Maltese in the Educational System 
The rule of the Order of St. John ended abruptly in 1798, when Napoleon, on his 
way to Egypt, forced the Knights to leave the islands. In the summer of 1797, a 
conspiracy had been plotted against the Order, which was already endangered, as a 
result of the Revolution which led to the loss of all its French possessions in 1792. 
As these formed the principal part of their total property and, therefore, of their 
annual income, the Knights found themselves in dire poverty (Cremona 1940:23). 
Moreover, the ideas of the French Revolution had spread to Malta, where the 
French party among the Knights, known as the Jacobins, grew in influence. The 
Maltese people themselves were also growing more and more embittered about the 
Order's rule, and they wanted a change of government in Malta (Cremona 
1940:23-24).» 
Due to the weakness of the Order, and with the help of some of the French 
Knights, Napoleon had no difficulty in taking possession of Malta and Gozo. 
1
 Vassalb. the Maltese linguist, played an important role in the politics of these days In 1797, he 
returned from Rome, full of the new ideas of liberty and justice that the people's revolt against 
the Papal government had given him In the Discorso Preliminare, the foreword to his Lexicon, 
he gives his views on the present state of the Maltese people, and his proposals towards the 
improvement of their situation, cf above. Chapter Five, ρ 57ff His main instrument was to be 
the Maltese language, and we shall see later in this chapter how his revolutionary political ideas 
laid the basis for the eventual standardisation of Maltese 
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Within a month after their landing, the French had reorganized the administration 
of the islands. The Maltese at first enjoyed the new rule, which, they hoped, would 
bring them freedom, but they became more and more annoyed by the plundering of 
their churches and other hostile acts against the Catholic Church In September 
1798, a rebellion against the French broke out amongst the Maltese peasants, 
which was so strong that within two days, the French troops were shut up in 
Valletta and Floriana, where they were subsequently besieged (cf. Cremona 
1940:53-73). 
In early 1799, the Maltese asked England to help them in their struggle against the 
French occupation with a naval blockade. Eventually, the French surrendered, and 
left the islands in September 1800. This put Malta in a difficult position. In the 
Peace Treaty of Amiens (1802), it was agreed that the islands would be returned to 
the Order of St. John. The British, however, were reluctant to leave the islands, 
partly because of their fear that the French might reconquer them, and partly 
because of the advantages they saw in using the island fortress for their own 
purposes. Their position as protectors of Malta was confirmed by the Treaty of 
Paris of 1814.2 
The rule of the British brought many changes to Maha, not least in the language 
situation- English was introduced as the official language in the Government 
administration in 1813. The system of government itself was reformed, and 
modelled on the English system. A small number of schools were opened for 
children of the lower classes (Cremona 1940:89). An important change was that 
the teaching of Maltese was introduced in the educational system. Cremona 
(1940 91-92) names a number of reasons why Maltese had never been taught in 
the schools before: 
'Hitherto Maltese had never been taught and was probably hardly 
read at all by the people, because the opinion held by influential 
bodies and by those in charge of the education of the people was 
that Maltese was a remnant of Arabic, namely, of a nation foreign 
to the Maltese in blood and faith, a nation whose rule in Мака had 
left rather unpleasant memories behind, although no historical 
details are extant regarding the Arabic administration of the Island.' 
The text relates to the period of Muslim rule in Malta, which has been discussed in 
Chapters One and Two. It seems surprising that Maltese was recognized as a 
remnant of Arabic by the 'influential bodies' and 'those in charge of the education', 
whereas the Maltese grammarians were so much in favour of the Punic theory As 
we have seen in Chapter Five, one of the reasons why the grammarians favoured 
the Punic theory was, that it might change the low opinion most people held of 
their language. 
A second point against the introduction of Maltese was, that Maltese, being a 
Semitic language, could not be of any use 'in promoting the education necessary to 
a people living in islands which had connections with European nations' (Cremona 
1940:19-92). Furthermore, it seemed useless for trade and other links with foreign 
countries, or for the administration of the country. Until the installation of British 
rule, Italian was used for all official purposes. There was no place for the Maltese 
For an historical account of the period of early Bnbsh rule in Malta, cf Laftrla 1938 
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language, with all its disadvantages: its Arabic origin, with its many unpleasant 
memories of an Islamic past, its lack of roots in the European culture, and its 
uselessness as a business and administrative language. 
Under British rule, the position of Maltese was slowly to to be improved. Two 
reading books in Maltese were published in 1824, Chtieb Ilkari yau Dahla ghall 
lisien Malti ('Reading Book, or Introduction to the Maltese Language'), by 
Francesco Velia and Montabello Pulis, and, in 1826, Trattat fuk l'Oblighi tal 
Bniedem ('Discourse on Man's Duties'), a translation from Italian by Velia 
(Marshall 1971:4). Both books were used in the elementary schools to teach the 
common children Maltese, and to teach them in Maltese.3 However, it seems that 
only Maltese and Church Catechism were taught in Maltese. For other teaching 
purposes, the language proved to be not yet sufficiently developed (Cremona 
1940:90). Still, a growing number of books in Maltese was written and published, 
most important among them translations from Readers intended for the schools, 
published by the (Protestant) Wesleyan Missionary Society (Marshall 1971:5). In 
1831 Francesco Velia's Maltese Grammar for the Use of the English appeared, 
and between 1836 and 1845 some of the books of the Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge were published in Maltese. 
The University of Malta had been closed under the French, who had plans to 
replace it by a Central School (Cremona 1940:93). It was reopened by the British 
in 1800 and English was introduced in the curriculum in 1803. In 1822, a General 
Council for the University was appointed under the Chairmanship of John 
Hookham Frere, to assist the Rector of the University. John Hookham Frere was a 
retired diplomat who lived in Malta, and who had devoted his life to classical 
philology. He met Vassalli, who had returned to Malta after his exile in France, and 
became a strong supporter of the Maltese language. He did all he could to foster 
the teaching of Maltese, as well as Arabic, Italian and Latin, among the school 
children, and introduced Hebrew in the University for the benefit of the theology 
students. In 1824, he presented a plan for the opening of a school for the Maltese 
language, which resulted in the appointment of Vassalli as Professor of Maltese at 
the University in 1825, on a salary paid privately by Hookham Frere. It is not 
known exactly how long Vassalli kept this position, but it turned out that his 
appointment, and indeed the establishment of a Chair for Maltese, was not widely 
supported, neither by the civil, nor by the ecclesiastical authorities. It is therefore 
hardly surprising that the Chair ended with the death of Vassalli in 1829, not to be 
revived until 1937 (Marshall 1971:8). 
Hookham Frere did not stop at inaugurating the teaching of Maltese at University 
leveL He also favoured the cause of the study of and instruction in Maltese, and its 
value for the study of Arabic and Hebrew. It was his opinion that (Marshall 
1971:10-11): 
'the Maltese language may be usefully employed if written in the 
Arabic character, and that this is an acquirement within the reach of 
mere children, who ought not to be left in ignorance of the grammar 
of the language which they habitually speak. I should, therefore, 
venture with submission to propose that the grammar of the 
Maltese language combined with the Italian, and the practice of 
writing it in the Arabic and perhaps also in the common alphabet, 
should be introduced in the lower school, and taught at the same 
For the spelling systems used in these books, cf. below, 6.2.2, and Appendix B. 
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time with the rudiments of Latin to boys of ten years old and 
under'. 
Around that time, an experiment had been carried out in a boys' school in ¿ejtun, 
in which the pupils were learning to read and write Maltese in Arabic script, 
apparently without difficulties. Hookham Frere was in favour of this experiment, 
because, in his view, a Maltese who could understand the grammar of his own 
language, and could read and write it in Arabic characters, as well as having a 
good knowledge of Italian, would be able to travel in the whole Mediterranean 
area. However, as might be expected, general opinion was not m favour of this 
endeavour, and the experiment was stopped (Marshall 1971:10). 
In 1836, a Royal Commission was appointed to enquire into the state of affairs in 
Malta. One of the subjects of its enquiry was the state of education. Marshall 
(1971:13) names four reasons for the deplorable level to which education in Malta 
had fallen: 
• apathy on the part of the Government, for fear of arousing suspicion among the 
population and the Catholic Church. 
• the indifference and opposition of the clergy. 
• the indifference on the part of the higher classes in Malta. 
• the lack of an established language for teaching purposes. 
The suspicion of the local clergy towards the Government, was based on the fact 
that they saw improvement of the education as a form of conversion to 
protestantism. 
The Royal Commission recognized that the Maltese language ought to be the basis 
for primary education. Maltese reading should be taught, followed by Italian. 
English was to be learned only when there was sufficient time. Italian was 
recognized as the literary and even the written language of the Maltese, and ite 
importance as the language of trade throughout the Mediterranean was stressed. 
The Commission also realized how important and useful Arabic could be for the 
Maltese, and recommended its teaching, too. 
The way this Commission regarded the relation between Maltese and Arabic is 
very interesting. Maltese was considered to be merely a corrupt dialect of Arabic, 
never used for literary purposes, and, therefore, a Maltese learning Arabic was 
'merely acquiring the art of employing his own (language) correctly'. Because of 
the ease with which the Maltese children could learn Arabic, as was proven in the 
Zejtun experiment, they did not have to spend much time on it (Marshall 1971:14-
15).4 However, it turned out that recommendation and implementation were two 
different things: there was opposition against the use of Maltese as the medium of 
instruction, there was a lack of finance, of good teachers, and there was a problem 
inherent in the language as well: the lack of an accepted standard orthography.1 
4
 We shall return to the point of the position of Arabic in Malta in 6.3. 
5
 The discussion about the Maltese orthography will be discussed in 6.2.2. 
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6.2 The Standardization Process 
As we have seen, the need for the use of Maltese in the education of the people 
was recognized by the British, although the Maltese authorities, both civil and 
clerical, were rather less enthusiastic. One of the major drawbacks of a successful 
introduction of Maltese in local education was the lack of development of the 
language, and we shall see that there was still a long way to go before a 
standardized form of Maltese was created which proved to be acceptable to afl. 
According to Haugen (1987:59-64), there are four factors which play a role in the 
standardization process of a given language: 
• Selection: which variety of the language is chosen as the standard norm? 
• Codification: the development of a prescriptive grammar, orthography, and 
dictionary, based on the selection 
• Implementation of the standardized language: the role of government, language 
societies, and other bodies 
• Elaboration: the continued implementation of the norm to meet the 
requirements of the modem world. 
In the following, we shall see how these factors were dealt with in the case of the 
standardization of Maltese. 
6.2.1 The Selection of the Norm for Standard Maltese 
As we have seen in Chapter Three, there was a great variety in local Maltese 
dialects at the end of the eighteenth century, which could be divided into five 
dialect groups, as Vassalli had done.6 The main division between these five groups 
is the group of urban dialects, spoken in the heavily urbanized area around Grand 
Harbour and Marsamxett Harbour on the one hand, and the total group of the rural 
dialects, spoken in the rest of Malta and in Gozo, on the other. Vassalli leaves no 
doubt about h, that, in his view, the Maltese language as it is spoken in the urban 
area, is inferior to that of the rural areas, because of the tendency of the speakers 
to use unnecessary loan-words from Sicilian, Italian, French, and other languages, 
and because of their habit to com new Maltese words from foreign words, for 
already existing words and expressions. The best pronunciation of Maltese, 
according to Vassalli, can be heard in the Western and Central parts of Malta. The 
best pronunciation of all, h is hardly surprising, can be heard in the region around 
Vassallli's birthplace 
Zebbug. 
In Vassalli's Grammatica della lingua maltese, published in 1827, he does not 
speak of dialectal differences in the Maltese language. The way he explains the 
pronunciation of his proposed orthography, and indeed the number of graphemes 
therein, all representing a phoneme, indicates that he has taken the rural 
pronunciation as the basis for his grammatical work. When we compare the 
information from his grammar with his description of the dialects (Vassalli 1796), 
we see that he has indeed represented all the guttural sounds, which in the urban 
Cf. above. Chapter Three, p. 27ff. 
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dialects are missing: OA /7 and /g/ are represented as different phonemes, and so 
are /h/ and /k/ (Vassalli 1827.5-8). 
In 1831, Francesco Velia published his Maltese Grammar for the use of the 
English. In this grammar, we find no information about which dialect it is based 
on, but it does include rales for the pronunciation of the letters, so, based on the 
information on the dialect groups from Vassalli, it is possible to find out which 
form of Maltese Velia preferred the English to learn. Velia (1831:14-17) 
differentiates between the reflexes of Old Arabic /7 and /g/, and /h/ and /k/, but not 
between /k/ and /q/, both being pronounced [k]. It seems that his position is more 
or less the same as that of Vassalli, although the pronunciation [k] for OA /q/ is, 
according to Vassalli, typical for the port region.7 
In 1845, a new Maltese grammar was published by Fortunato Panzavecchia. This 
work was largely based on Vassalli's grammar, but Panzavecchia criticized the 
earlier grammarian for taking the dialect of his own village, ¿ebbug, as the basis 
for his grammar. He argued that, although the rural Maltese dialects in general 
were closer to Arabic in their pronunciation and in their lexicon than the dialects of 
Valletta and its suburbs, it was preferable to choose the latter as the model for his 
grammar. He stated that, although the city-dialects might be inferior to the rural 
dialects from a linguistic point of view, they were far more acceptable from a social 
point of view: the majority of the Maltese people lived in the cities, not in the 
country-side, and most people considered the rural dialects as 'bad'. He also 
pointed out that Maltese was an independent language, and that there was no 
reason why it should be kept as closely as possible to Arabic. However, he 
admitted that the rural dialects had kept many old expressions, and that, in general, 
they have a more regular construction. Furthermore, he agreed that the people in 
the rural area had kept their Maltese free from halianisms (Panzavecchia 1845, 
ΙΓ21-22). 
In his spelling system, Panzavecchia uses different characters for OA /7, /g/, /h/, 
/k/, DsJ and /q/,* but he remarks that in the cities, the sounds they represent are not 
always differentiated clearly in the pronunciation.' 
A look at the various orthographic systems which were in use between 1820 and 
1845, shows that about half of them show a differentiation in the gutturals, and 
half of them do not 1 0 The selection of either the urban or the rural pronunciation 
as the basis for the spelling was usually made without any discussion about why the 
one or the other pronunciation was preferred. It seems that, although Panzavecchia 
discusses the social superiority of the urban dialects against the linguistic 
superiority, i.e the absence of loan-words, of the rural dialects for the first time, 
others had implicitly made the choice between both dialect groups before him. 
7
 Cf above. Chapter Three, ρ 27ff 
8 Cf Appendix В for the exact forms of these letters 
9
 He remarks that it is typical for the Valletta dialect not to distinguish between the reflex of Old 
Arabic /k/ and /q/ (Panzavecchia 1845, II 30-31) 
1 0
 Aquilina (1970 75-101) has collected and described all the orthographical systems which have 
been in use in Malta until the official recognition of the Tal-Ghaqda system, cf Appendix В 
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6.2.2 Codification of the Norm: More than a Question of Spelling 
(1) Orthography 
As we have seen in the foregoing paragraphs, the selection and the codification of 
a norm for the standard language, cannot, at least in the case of Maltese, be seen as 
two independent processes. In most cases where the rules of the Maltese language 
were laid down, there was no discussion of the specific form of the language these 
rules are based on. As the mam difference between the various dialect groups was 
the pronunciation, it is in the field of orthography that we might find out which 
dialect group was used as the basic norm. We shall therefore start with discussing 
the development of the Maltese orthographic rules in the nineteenth century, 
keeping in mind that the use of the Arabic alphabet was not strongly supported 
among the Maltese linguists11 The discussion of the development of the 
orthographic rales for the Maltese language is, therefore, limited to the various 
spelling systems based upon the Latin alphabet. 
From Aquilina's overview of the various spelling systems which have been 
proposed for the writing of Maltese,12 we learn that of the fourteen systems which 
have been proposed between 1820 and 1845, about one half is based on the rural, 
and the other half on the urban pronunciation (Aquilina 1970:75-101). 
In 1843, two years before the publication of Panzavecchia's grammar, the first 
association of Maltese writers, the Accademia Filologica Maltese, was founded, 
aimed at the standardization of the Maltese spelling, and at the promotion of the 
reading and writing of the Maltese language. It published hs own alphabet in a 
Schoolbook with the title Taghhm il Kan Malti, and issued a journal called II 
Malti, which will be discussed later on in this chapter. This alphabet became very 
popular, and h was officially recognized for use in the schools from 1850 to 
1883.u With the spelling system of the Accademia Filologica Maltese, the choice 
for the urban dialects as the basis for standard Maltese was made definite. 
Although other alphabets were devised to replace that of the Accademia, none of 
them returned to the full representation of the typically rural gutturals. 
However, the choice between a reflection of either the rural or the urban 
pronunciation was not the main difficulty in finding an adequate spelling system for 
the Maltese language. As we have seen, the teaching of a standardized form of 
Maltese was, at least at first, not seen as one of the goals of local education. It was 
merely regarded as a medium to teach children how to read and write Italian and 
other languages. This, as is understandable, had its effects on the proposed 
orthographic systems. These systems were, as a matter of fact, based on the 
spelling system of the language they were supposed to introduce, in most cases 
that of Italian, but, as we have seen, the use of the Arabic alphabet had been 
propagated as well, be it without success. 
11
 There had been plans to introduce the Arabic alphabet for writing Maltese, but the support for 
these was minimal, and the plans even led to ridicule from other linguists, e g. Aquilina 1970, 
who seems to be quite happy about the fact that Arabic was not chosen as the standard for 
Maltese writing. 
^Aquilina deals mainly with the Latin-based alphabets, and the numbers mentioned here refer 
only to these, not to the Arabic alphabet 
13
 Cf Aquilina 1970 87 
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As we have seen in Chapter Five, Vassalli (1796 xxxii) had based his alphabet on a 
number of principles which to him were essential for the development of a sound 
orthographic system for the Maltese language. As these principles became essential 
in the later development of the Maltese alphabet, I will repeat them here: 
• every sound should be written with no more than one letter; 
• no letter should represent more than one sound' <nykseb>, not <nyxeb>; 
• no sound should be written with more than one letter: <k>, not <ch>; 
• no letter should be used for a sound already expressed by another letter: no < 0 
for <k>; 
• no letter should be 'unstable' in its sound: the sound of a letter should not be 
dependent on the vowel following that letter, nke < 0 and <g> in Italian 
spelling; 
• for the clearness of meaning, and for etymological reasons, the radicals should 
always be written, even if they are not pronounced. 
Vassalli's alphabet never really became popular, mainly because it contained too 
many non-Latin14 symbols, but also because its principles were in many ways 
incompatible with those of Italian, the most important written language in Malta 
The success of the system developed by the Accademia Filologica Maltese may be 
explained by the fact, that it, being compatible with the Italian alphabet, came in 
use at a time when the teaching of reading and writing in Maltese was seen 
primarily as a means to leam Italian (cf Cumbo 1839 34) However, the discussion 
did not come to a halt there, because Vassalli's principles became popular again 
through the Xirka Xemia or Società Semitica (the 'Semitic Society'), founded in 
1880 as a new society of Maltese writers and linguists, with the purpose of 
stimulating the use of Maltese. One of its activities was the publication of a bi-
weekly periodical called Is-Sebh ('The Dawn'), in which a new spelling system was 
used called the Alfabet Fonetku or 'Phonetic Alphabet'. This system was not based 
on the Italian system, as was its predecessor, the alphabet of the Accademia 
Filologica Maltese, but on the principles formulated for the first time by Vassalli. 
'Gall kull leben, hazz wieaed, u dejjem dak' ('For every sound one letter, and 
always that one', Is-Sebh, 1:1)15 The system was introduced in the primary schools 
in 1883, to replace that of the Accademia Filologica Maltese, but as most school 
teachers found this new alphabet too confusing, the project was stopped in 1888, 
and the old system was re-introduced (Marshall 1971.36-38;66)16 
Still, the Maltese writers and linguists wanted a better suited alphabet, to replace 
the 'Italo-Maltese' system of the Accademia In 1920, a number of them created a 
new association of Maltese writers which they called the Ghakda tal Chittieba tal 
14
 His alphabet is discussed in more detail in Chapter Five, above, ρ 57ff 
1 5
 According to Bonelli 1897 57, the Alfabet Fonetku was developed by Annibale Preca, a 
linguist who strongly propagated the historical relations between Maltese and the North-West 
Semitic languages like Hebrew Cf Preca 1880, 1904, and 1905 For the alphabet itself, cf 
Appendix В 
1 6
 In general, the letters used in this alphabet were not very different from the normal Latin 
alphabet The main point of confusion seems to have been the change from the Italian-based 
system to a system which was more specifically developed for Maltese Even this problem might 
have been overcome, but as it seems, the teachers had to change from one system to the other 
without even getting time to prepare themselves and their pupils for it 
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Malti (later changed to Ghaqda tal-Kittteba tal-Malti). Its goal was the cultivation 
of the Maltese language, and its first task was the standardization of an adequate 
orthography that would supersede what Aquilina (1970:75) rather imprecisely calls 
'the previous arbitrary systems of spelling' which existed because 'in default of one 
standard orthography, every writer had his own slipshod system of writing'.17 The 
commission which was ordered to devise this new uniform orthography drew up its 
report in 1921 under the title Rapport fok l-Alfabêt Malti. 
This report is an interesting piece of work, because the members of the 
commission, G. Muscat-Azzopardi, C. Psaila, P. Galea, P.F. Bellanti and 
A. Cremona, not only state the basic principles underlying their choices, which are 
in line with those of Vassalli, but also defend the choice of each symbol and say 
something about its origin. Most of the symbols in this alphabet are taken from 
earlier Maltese alphabets, such as Panzavecchia's, and the Alfabet Fonetku 
developed by the Xirka Xemta in 1880. It is remarkable that they not only turn to 
Vassalli and to other Maltese alphabet makers who took over Vassalli's basic 
principles, but also to a number of scholars of Oriental Languages, Uke 
Brockelmann and Stumme, in defense of their choice to use an alphabet which 
shows the basic grammatical structure of the language.18 Their alphabet was, with 
some minor alterations, approved by the general meeting of the Ghaqda. On the 
basis of this report, Cremona, with the assistance of Vassallo, published a grammar 
of Maltese called Taghriffitq il-Kitba Maltija, Xoghol mahrug mill-Ghaqda tal-
Kittieba tal-Malti fis-sena 1924. 
The use of the Ghaqda's orthography was at first limited to the Association's 
periodical ll-Malti. In 1931, the Lehen il-Malti, the organ of the Ghaqda tal-Malti 
(Università), an undergraduates' association with roughly the same goals as the 
Ghaqda tal-Kittteba tal-Malti, was started, using the same spelling system. 
Gradually, this orthographic system replaced the older, Italian-based system, 
especially after Italian had lost its place as official language of Malta to Maltese 
and English in 1934. 
(2) Grammar 
When reading Maltese sources on the development of the Maltese language,19 one 
gets the idea that, once the question of standardizing the Maltese orthography was 
finished, all problems were solved In a way, this is correct, because the selection 
and development of an orthographical system forms a major step in the 
standardization process. HoweveT, there is more to the codification of a language 
1 71 cannot completely agree with Aquilina's judgement of the previous systems of spelling, the 
systems developed by the Accademia Filologica Maltese and the Xirka Xemia were not more 
arbitrary than that of the Ghaqda lal-Kittieba tal-Malti The Ghaqda itself even used the 
Accademia 's system at first, as can be learned from the original spelling of its name Ghakda tal 
Chittieba tal Malti, and from the fact that the report brought out by the Commission which was to 
develop a new orthography was written in the Accademia 's spelling. 
u
 We shall turn to the influence of the European Orientalists on the development of Standard 
Maltese in б 3 An overview of the various forms of the non-traditional symbols, specially 
developed for Maltese, is given in Appendix В 
1 9
 E g Aquilina 1970 75-101 
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than just its spelling. Let us therefore turn to the development of the Maltese 
grammars published in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The basic work on Maltese grammar was Vassalli's Grammatica della Lingua 
Maltese, published in Italian in 1827 as a revision of his еагііет grammar in Latin. 
This grammar first describes the orthographic rules which Vassalli has developed 
for the Maltese language, the principles of which have been discussed earlier Then 
the description of the morphology follows in three parts: the article and other 
particles ('le dizione correlative'), the verb, and the noun. In the final chapter, 
Vassalli deals with the Maltese syntax10 
The description of the 'dizione corrélative' is build up according to the framework 
of Latin grammar the Article, the Cases, the Pronouns, the Prepositions, the 
Adverbs, the Conjunctions, and the Interjections. It illustrates nicely how Vassalli 
used this framework' in the discussion of the Cases, he lists the following 
'segnacasi composti' (Vassalli 1827:20): 
Singolare Plurale 
Nominativo, YL il, lo, la; ι, gli, le 
Genitivo, Tal, del, dello, della; dei, degli, delle. 
Dativo, Lyl, al, allo, alla; ai, agli, alle. 
Accusativo, YL //, lo, la; ι, gli, le. 
Vocativo, Ja, о; о. 
Ablativo, MyL dal, dallo, dalla; dai, dagli, dalle. 
Exactly how strictly Vassalli adhered to the form, is shown by the discussion of the 
'Declinazione' (1827 21-22), where, although he states explicitly that there is no 
real declension in the Maltese language, and that the nouns do not change their 
endings, he actually gives a number of examples of the declension of various nouns 
in all six cases, in the singular, the dual, and the phiraL just to show how this 
affects the article! 
Concerning the verb, Vassalli (1827: 38-39) distinguishes between radicali, the 
first forms, or base stems, of the verb, and aumentati, the derived forms or stems 
of the verb.21 The radicali,11 which can be either disyllabic or monosyllabic, are 
divided into nine classes, and the aumentati into nine 'specie'. The general 
2 0
 Vassalli is fully aware of the fact that his grammar is only descriptive, and not prescriptive 
when he describes the individual characteristics of the verb, he admits that to really know them 
well, one has to turn to practice and to the dictionaries As he puts it, the grammar, in the case of 
the Maltese language, can only give general rules, which are often vague and fallacious 
(1827 39) 
2 1
 It is interesting to notice that, although Vassalli had a good knowledge of Arabic, he did not 
use the paradigm of European Arabic grammar, with its division of the verbs into a base form 
and rune derived forms which is used in modern Maltese grammar (e g. Sutcliffe 1936) He 
invented his own paradigm, based on Latin grammar, in which he compares the Radicali to the 
primitive or simple verbs, and the A umentatt to the composite от derived verbs. Vassalli 1827 67 
2 2
 It should be remarked that, where Vassalli speaks of 'Radice', he means the stem in the sense 
of Latin grammar, that is, including the vowels, and not, as in the sense of Arabic grammar, the 
stem consonants only, see Vassalli 1827 61 
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characteristics of the Maltese verbs are, again, described following the classical 
Latin grammar: mode, tense, number, person and gender. The description of the 
noun deals with the division of the noun and the formation of the various forms, 
the grades of comparison, the gender and number of the noun, and the numerals 
The last part of the grammar deals with Maltese syntax, and discusses such 
problems as the position of the noun, the use of the article, the comparative, the 
position of the verb, the concord of subject and verb, the concord of the pronouns, 
and the affixed pronouns. Vassalli's grammar is, basically, descriptive. In some 
cases, however, the author remarks that a certain feature is dialectal, 'a recent 
idiotism', or Obscures the natural eloquence' (e.g. 1827:63, 65, 137). 
In 1845, Panzavecchia published his Grammatica della lingua maltese, which he 
had written as a means to improve the standard of teaching As we have seen, 
Panzavecchia criticized Vassalli for using his own rural dialect as the basis for his 
grammar, instead of the more preferable urban dialects In the part on morphology, 
which he calls 'etimologia', Panzavecchia often refers to Arabic and Hebrew 
grammars (Erpenius, De Sacy, Metuscita, Slaught), because it is his intention to 
explain the Maltese language using both the principles of oriental and Italian 
grammar An example of the latter is his explanation of the cases in Maltese, where 
he says that Maltese has the same six cases as Italian and any other language, and 
that these are not shown as case-endings of the noun, as in Latin, but in the article, 
as in Italian. This grammar is, at least in part, intended as an introduction to Italian. 
A good example is his description of the modes of the verb. Maltese, he says 
(1845° 96-97), has a subjunctive mode, but because hs conjugation does not differ 
from the indicative mode, but is introduced by the particle 'li' or 'Uli', it is not 
necessary, as m Italian, to form a conjugation for the subjunctive. 
Both in method and in goal, Panzavecchia's Grammatica, therefore, differs from 
Vassalli's work. Whereas Vassalli's grammar is built upon the framework of 
traditional Latin grammar, Panzavecchia's is based on Italian grammar, which in 
itself is based on the Latin grammatical system, but he also uses references to 
Arabic and Hebrew grammars available to him. Vassalli's goal is the description of 
the actual Maltese language, whereas Panzavecchia is more concerned with 
etymology, i.e. the origin of the forms, rather than the way they are actually 
formed. This can be made clear by the example of the derived forms of the verb: 
Panzavecchia uses Erpenius's classification of the twelve derived forms of the 
Classical Arabic verb for his description of the eight derived forms of the Maltese 
verb. Vassalli, however, tries to describe, within a Latin grammatical framework, 
the actual Maltese formation and not the Classical Arabic forms they derived from. 
It was not until the early twentieth century that two new works on Maltese 
grammar were published, by Vassallo and Cremona, both of whom were, as we 
have seen, active members of the Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti. In 1902, Vassallo 
had published a short grammar called Il-Mufiieh tal-Chitba Maltija, and later, in 
1924, he assisted Cremona in the publication of the Taghrtffuq il-Kitba Maltija, 
Xoghol mahrug mill-Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti. It is this last work which was 
to become the standard prescriptive work on Maltese grammar. 
After the official recognition of Maltese as the official and national language of 
Malta in 1934, Cremona was asked to write a grammar book for use in the primary 
and secondary schools. This resulted in the publication of Taghltm fuq il-Kitba 
Maltija, L-Ewwel Ktieb in 1934, for use in the primary schools, and Taghltm fuq 
il-Kitba Maltija, It-Tiem Ktieb, for the secondary schools in 1938 (Marshall 
1971:69). Both books are based on the rules kid down in the Taghriffuq il-Kitba 
Maltija. The first part of the book deals with Maltese orthography in the form of 
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'reguli' or rules, which are illustrated by examples of good ('tajjeb') and bad 
('bazin') usage. These rules are based on those presented in the Rapport fuk l-
Alfabêt Main. The second part deals with the morphology of the Maltese 
language, which is presented in the same way, with an explanation of the rules and 
examples of how to use these rules correctly. 
(3) Lexicon 
The third pillar of language standardization is the dictionary, in which the correct 
spelling, meaning and usage of the words of the language are laid down. As we 
have seen in Chapter Five, Maltese dictionaries were written as early as the 
seventeenth century23 However, these were bilingual dictionaries, which were 
certainly not intended for normative purposes. 
The first to compile a lexicon on a more systematic basis was Aghis De Soldanis, 
who, apart from bis other linguistic works,24 wrote a manuscript with the title 
Damma tal Klient Kartagims mscerred fel fom tal Maltin и Ghawcin, 'А 
Collection of Punic Words scattered in the Speech of the Maltese and Gozitans', in 
four volumes.23 The work was completed in 1750. It contains three sections: 
Maltese-Italian-Latin (voll), Italian-Latin-Maltese (voLII and Ш), and Latin-
Italian-Mahese (vol. IV). As written Maltese was, at that time, practically non­
existent, it is a dictionary of the spoken language. 
Almost fifty years later, in 1796, Vassalli published his Ktyb yl Klym Malti Mfysser 
byl-Latm и byt-Taljàn, 'The Book of Maltese Words Explained in Latin and 
Italian' This work is also known as the Lexicon Melitense-Lahno-Italum, the 
introduction of which contains Vassalli's views on the Maltese language and its 
role in local education. This work inspired Francesco Velia, who also published a 
Maltese grammar for use by the English, to publish a Dizionario portatile delle 
lingue Maltese, Italiana, Inglese (Livorno 1843). 
Vassalli's dictionary was enlarged by Falzon in 1845 under the title Dizionario 
Maltese-Italiano-lnglese, a book which was reprinted in 1882, when he also 
published a Dizionario Itahano-Inglese-Maltese. On this book, Agius (1990 174) 
remarks that it was particularly limited to 'Semitic Maltese' words.26 Other 
dictionaries were compiled in the mid-nineteenth century, mostly copies of earlier 
works, and, in most cases, listing the three languages Maltese, Italian, and English. 
The popularity of these practical, rather than comprehensive works, seems to be 
due to the increased interest in the Maltese language, not only in the schools, but 
also in Maltese society at large. It was not until the twentieth century that more 
comprehensive dictionaries appeared. Basutül's Diziunanu mill Malti ghall Inglts 
and Diziunanu mill Inglts ghall Malti were both published in 1900. Both contain a 
large number of scientific terms of Romance origin. 
Another great Maltese lexicographer was Anton Manwel Caruana, who compiled 
the Vocabulario della lingua Maltese (Malta 1903). A major problem for the 
23
 According to Mifsud's Biblioteca Maltese (1764), the oldest Maltese-Italian dictionary, ω 
manuscript, dates back to the sixteenth century This manuscript is, however, lost 
2 4
 Cf above. Chapter Four and Five, ρ 41-71 
2 5
 The manuscript can be found in the National Malta Library in Valletta under number Ms 144 
2 6
 Note that Agius, as so many other Maltese scholars, uses the term 'Semitic', rather than 
'Arabic' I have not yet come across any objective reasoning for this use 
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Maltese lexicographers was whether they should put the hems in strict alphabetical 
order, as is usual in the European lexicographical works, or group them according 
to their root consonants, as is the practice in Arabic and Hebrew dictionaries. 
Vassalli and Aghis De Soldanis had both opted for the alphabetical system (Aghis 
1990:174). Caruana, however, had adopted the root order system, but in doing so, 
had eliminated practically all words of Romance origin. Only a small number of 
Romance lexemes which had been morphologically arabicized were listed under 
their hypothetical roots, but the author had left out all the Romance words which 
could not be grouped in this way (Aghis 1990:174-175). 
More bi- and trilingual dictionaries were compiled in the twentieth century, 
including three which included the Arabic language. One was the Maltese-Arabic 
Word-List by C.L. Dessoulavy, published in 1938, and the others were Dizionario 
Maltese-Arabo-Italiano by Giuseppe Barbera, published in 1939-40 in Beirut in 
four volumes, and Ahmad Talaat's Dizzjunarju Malti-Gharbi, published in Malta 
in 1978. The first monolingual dictionary of Maltese, based on scientific 
etymological research, Il-MMem Malti by Erin Serracino-Inglott, was published in 
nine volumes between 1975 and 1989. This work is based on the written language, 
but contains also a number of dialectal words.27 
It is difficult to say whether any of the dictionaries mentioned ever assumed the 
decisive role in the standardization process, in the way this happened in other 
countries, like the Duden in Germany, Webster's in the United States, and the 
Concise Oxford Dictionary in Great Britain, but they did play a role in the choice 
of words of Arabic or Romance origin. The best work to date is most certainly the 
MikJem Malti, but as this work is relatively young, it will take time before it can 
establish itself as the definitive standard dictionary of Maltese. Another important 
new dictionary is Aquilina's Maltese-English Dictionary (1987), in which the 
author tries to give a complete historical documentation of the Maltese lexicon. 
Since this work is différent in scope from the Mikìem Malti, it will be interesting to 
see which of the two will take over the role of the leading dictionary for the 
Maltese language. 
In the field of Maltese lexicography there is an interesting publication which was 
published in 1925. Shortly after he had published his Taghriffuq il-Kitba Maltija, 
Cremona read a paper at a meeting of the Ghaqda tal-Ktttteba tal-Malti under the 
title Xinhu l-Malti Safi, 'What is Pure Maltese', a lecture which was later 
published under the same title. In this paper the author deals with the lexical 
problems of Maltese: the need to keep the language pure, without using too many 
foreign loanwords on the one hand, and the relative poverty of the lexicon, with its 
lack of synonyms and abstract nouns, on the other. Cremona's conclusions are, 
that in written Maltese, the author should try not to use foreign words where a 
Maltese word of the same meaning could serve just as well, or even better A 
word, whatever its origin, be it foreign, old or new, can be said to be pure Maltese 
when it has a Maltese form (Cremona 1925:32).и 
2 7
 Cf Agius 1990 for a review article on this «voile. 
a
 Cremona (1925 32) also mentions the Ghaqda's plans for a 'Kelhem Main', a Maltese 
dictionary in which all the Maltese words, forgotten, old, or new, were to be gathered to represent 
the Maltese of the past and of today This plan, however, has never been executed. 
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6.2.3 Implementation: Getting People to use Written Maltese 
According to Haugen (198759-64), the implementation of a standard language 
implies the activity of a writer, an institution or a government in adopting and 
attempting to spread the language form that has been selected and codified as the 
standard: the production of books, pamphlets, newspapers, and textbooks. 
Although, in the case of Maltese, the codification of the standard ended rather late, 
with the official recognition of the orthography and grammar of the Ghaqda tal-
Kittieba tal-Maltt in 1934, a lot of work had already been done for the 
introduction and acceptation of written Maltese in Maltese society.19 Let us take a 
closer look at these activities, of which the teaching of Maltese in the schools was 
not the least important one. We will first, therefore, pick up the story of the 
Maltese language in local education from where we left it in 6.1. 
As we have seen, the improvement of the children's education was the main reason 
for the start of the standardization of Maltese. The British were well aware of the 
need for improving the educational system in the Maltese Isles by teaching the 
children to read and write in their mother tongue, rather than Italian or English. 
The introduction of Maltese reading and writing was not without problems, 
however* there were objections from the Maltese establishment, which saw the 
introduction of Maltese, and of English, in the school system as an attack against 
the position of Italian and, indeed, of the Catholic Church. Apart from these 
political problems, there were problems of a more technical nature: the lack of a 
standard orthographical system, as well as the fact that Maltese, or better' the 
Maltese lexicon, was not yet developed enough to be used successfully for 
teaching purposes. Furthermore, there was a lack of finance and of good 
teachers M 
In 1844, the then newly appointed Director of Education, the grammarian 
Panzavecchia, decided that Maltese should be taught and used as a medium of 
instruction. The orthography and grammar which he had prepared for this goal 
were used in the schools for a number of years, but his spelling system was 
replaced by that of the Accademia Filologica in 1851. As we have seen, this 
Language Society had developed an orthographical system which closely 
resembled that of Italian, in order to let written Maltese serve as a means to learn 
Italian spelling (Cf. Marshall 1971:19-21). However, they did more: to encourage 
the Maltese people to use this new orthography, and to learn Italian at the same 
time, they started the publication of the periodical ll-Malti in 1843. This journal 
was published in two columns, with the text in Maltese in the left column, and an 
Italian translation in the right cohimn Popular items were the need for more 
schools, the usefulness of learning to read and write in the Italian spelling system, 
the need for the teaching of Maltese history and geography. In January 1844, the 
editors wrote that the journal was not bought and read as much as they had hoped 
for. The last issue, it seems, was published on the 6th of July, 1844. Although II-
Malti was not as successful as its editors had hoped, the orthographical system 
was, as we have seen. Marshall (1971 65) even mentions that, before the official 
29
 The freedom of press, which was granted to the Maltese in 1838, had already led to the 
publication of a number of periodicals m Maltese, cf Cremona 1958 118 
30
 The position of the British vis-à-vis Maltese as an Arabic dialect instead of an independent 
language will be discussed in more detail in 6 3 
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recognition of the Ghaqda's system, the major part of the literary works in Maltese 
were written in the Accademia^ spelling. It was officially used in the schools 
between 1851 and 1934, with an interruption between 1883 and 1888, when the 
Alfabet Fonetku of the Xirka Xemia was introduced. 
Meanwhile, the role of Maltese in local education was still a subject of fierce 
debating and heated discussion. Should Maltese be taught at afl, and if so, should it 
be taught as a subject in its own right, or as a medium for the teaching of Italian 
only?11 By the end of the 1870s, there were two points of view: 
• Italian is the official language of Malta. Maltese was nothing more than 
a vulgar dialect, 
• Maltese is the true language of the people. That language should take its 
rightful place, not only in the schools, but also in the Courts of Law and 
in the Government. English should replace Italian as the official 
language of Malta. 
In 1878, a new Commission of Enquiry, led by Patrick Keenan, was sent to Maha 
to investigate the state of the education and the question of the languages in Maha. 
The Report drawn up by Keenan in 1879 is an interesting document, because it 
actually provides figures and statistics on the use and knowledge of the various 
languages by the Maltese people. Keenan found, that in all but one school, the 
teaching of Mahese was ignored, and that the children hardly knew anything about 
their own islands. Concerning the use of languages, he remarks that of the children 
between five and ten, four-fifths knew only Maltese, and of those between ten and 
fifteen, only one-sixteenth knew any language apart from Maltese. In a census 
report showing the number of people able to speak, read and write the various 
languages, there is no entry at all under Maltese.32 Keenan was, however, aware of 
he fact that a relatively large number of books in Maltese existed in Malta, of 
which thousands of copies had actually been sold. Evidently there were people 
who knew how to read and write in Maltese. Among his proposals were the 
following: (1) in the primary schools, children should leam how to read and write 
Maltese correctly, (2) Elementary school pupils should not leam Italian and 
English at the same time, but should start with English alone, taught through the 
medium of Maltese. After reaching the third and fourth classes, Italian should be an 
optional extra, to be taught before or after normal school hours (Marshall 
1971:33). It may be obvious that Keenan's proposals only led to more clashes 
between those in favour of Italian, and those favouring Maltese and English. 
However, his proposals were actually implemented from 1880 onwards, be it under 
strong protests from the pro-Italian opposition. 
The new Director of Education, Savona, made haste with implementing Keenan's 
reforms, and actually put up a timetable for the teaching of Maltese in the first four 
classes. He also encouraged the writing of two reading books for the use in these 
classes. This, again, led to problems. The Italo-Maltese orthographical system 
3 1
 Marshall 1971 15-23 gives ал account of the discussion, its participants, and their points of 
view 
3 2
 According to Marshall 1971 24 η 24, this last fact was a result of the opposition and 
suppression to which Maltese was subjected Marshall 1971 23-33 deals extensively with the 
Keenan Report and the recommendations therein 
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developed by the Accademia Filologica was still in use, and Savona had instructed 
that the system of the Xirka Xemïa, which was based on etymological principles, 
should be adopted for these new reading books. As both systems were in fad 
incompatible, this led to confusion amongst both teachers and pupils. The new 
system was, therefore, abandoned again in 1888, in favour of the old Italo-Maltese 
system of the Accademia Filologica. 
The political struggle over what is now known as the 'language question', between 
those in favour of Italian, and those favouring Maltese and English, was not over 
yet, and turned out to last until 1933, when the right of self-government which had 
been granted to Malta in 1921 was withdrawn. The British Secretary of State for 
the Colonies now decided that English and Maltese should be the official languages 
of Malta, and that Italian was to be removed from all Government offices. The 
orthographical system of the Ghaqda tal-Ktttieba tal-Malti was officially 
recognized on January 1st, 1934 (Marshall 1971:65-67). 
6.2.4 Elaboration and Acceptation of the New Norm 
The first and most important part of the standardization of Maltese was completed 
with the official recognition of that language as the National Language of Malta. 
As we have seen, this success was based on the unifying force of the 
orthographical and grammatical works published by the Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-
MalU. This official recognition of the importance of the language for the Maltese 
national feelings did not complete the standardization process (if such a process 
can ever be said to be finished at all), but rather constituted the starting point for 
the further development of the language. The standard norm must continually be 
elaborated to meet the rapidly changing requirements of the modern world. 
One of the difficulties which the Maltese language professionals encountered was 
that the lexicon was still insufficiently developed. Another important issue was, 
that, although the language was now officially accepted by the Government, it was 
not yet so by those who had been opposed to it during the 'language question'.33 
These two problems, the elaboration of the norm, as well as the acceptance of its 
use, had to be tackled in order to give Maltese the position which the Maltese 
linguists and language professionals wanted it to have: to be the true national 
language of Malta. 
The officially recognized orthography was an important step towards the 
acceptance of Maltese, for various reasons: not only did education benefit greatly 
from h, but it also led to an increase in the production of Maltese literature. 
Marshall (1971) gives an excellent overview of how Maltese gradually advanced in 
the educational system. At the University level, it was introduced as a subject in 
the Matriculation Examination in 1935. A Professorship of Maltese and Oriental 
Languages was installed at the Malta University: Joseph Aquilina was appointed to 
the chair in 1937, but had to go to London in order to read for his Ph.D. before he 
could start his duties in 1940 (Marshall 1971-70-72). 
Maltese was not immediately introduced into the Art Course at degree level, but 
figured in the preparatory or intermediate courses which students had to follow 
before being admitted to the full degree course, even for Law, Theology, 
33
 Of course, the first problem mentioned, the insufficient lexicon, was an important argument of 
those who were against the use of the language as a written language 
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Engineering and Medicine (Marshall 1971:72-73). A few years later, in 1948, 
Maltese became a subject for both a General and an Honours Bachelor degree. The 
first two students graduated in an Honours course in Maltese in 195S (Marshall 
1971:89). 
Education was made compulsory in March 1946, and this led to an increased 
demand for qualified teachers.34 Teacher training was to be improved in the years 
to come, especially in the field of Maltese, because this language became an 
important subject in the examinations at the end of secondary education (Marshall 
1971:79-89). 
The growing importance of Maltese at all levels of education, and especially at the 
academical level, did much for both the acceptation and the elaboration of the 
language. Not surprisingly, its place in the university increased the Maltese 
people's pride in their own language and cultural identity, and this again increased 
their interest for their language. At the same time, the teaching of Maltese at such a 
high level also increased the demand for an adequate terminology, e.g. in the Law-
courses (cf Marshall 1971:81). Aquilina, in one of his many papers, explains how 
the constituent elements of Maltese have enabled its writers and linguists to deal 
with this constant demand for new terminology. He starts with how, after Maltese 
was officially recognized in 1934, two schools of thought on its further 
development came into existence, one which advocated the use of pure Maltese 
and the exclusion of all recent loan-words, and another which was against the use 
of a number of words of Arabic origin. He then gives his own views on this 
process: 
'Like the purist [who wants to exclude aD ηοη-''Senritic" loan­
words, MP] I too am dead set against the careless barbarisation of 
Maltese, for this is a planned aggression interfering with the natural 
growth and assimilative power of the language that cannot be 
artificially stimulated. Mine is a plea for a more Uberai, less one­
sided and old-fashioned approach to the language so that the 
Maltese writers may make Maltese a flexible, serviceable speech 
medium worthy of a modem, progressive people.' (1961:3) 
Aquilina, who for his Ph.D.-thesis had studied Maltese as a 'mixed language', 
contrasting 'Romance' with 'Semitic' Maltese, then explains the Semitic 
morphological system of roots and patterns, and how this system can produce a 
great number of derivatives. The system has already worked well in recent times, 
he proceeds, e.g. in Saydon's translation of the Bible. However, he also warns his 
readers that this pliable mechanism is 'a dangerous temptation to the untrained', 
and that such an experiment 
'works smoothly and with good results only when employed by 
experts possessed of a sensitive ear, who are carefully selective and 
sparing in the use of new-coined words which should be musical to 
please the ear and therefore free of harshness of sound; for beauty 
in word-making, and language in general, as in a statue or a poem, 
3 4
 Maltese was not introduced in the teachers' training until after World War II, cf. Marshall 
1971:79-80. 
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is an essential condition of survival Indeed, some of these 
neologisms, though correctly coined in that they conform to the 
right partem, are simply ugh/ and for this reason will never strike 
root.'(1961:5) 
He ends his article with summing up the various lexical fields in which Maltese 
uses foreign borrowings from Italian and English, and explaining how this is an 
inevitable process, which cannot and should not be stopped: Maltese is a language 
distinct from Arabic or Italian, and therefore there is no need to keep it 'pure', Le. 
pure 'Semitic'. 
In a more recent publication by Peter Schaben, which gives a structural description 
of Maltese phonology and morphology based on one dialect from the group of 
rural dialects (Marsaxlokk) and one from the urban dialects (St. Julian's), the 
author makes some remarks about the productiveness of many of the 
morphological forms in the living spoken language. He intends to give (Schabert 
1976:v): 
'in der Morphologie eine Darstellung der Verhältnisse von 
produktiven und nichtproduktiven oder gar obsoleten Formen, 
deren unkritische Vermengung in manchen Arbeiten einen nicht 
(mehr) vorhandenen Formenreichtum vorgaukelt, der zwar eine 
gewisse Entsprechung im archaisierenden Stil einiger maltesischer 
Schriftsteller hat, dadurch aber nicht lebendiger wird.' 
Schabert's remarks, made in 1976, show that although some Maltese writers have 
used the 'Semitic' process for the production of new words, these words have, in 
most cases, not entered the living lexicon, and are considered to be rather archaic. 
It seems that Aquilina's dream of the Maltese writers changing Maltese into 'a 
flexible, serviceable speech medium worthy of a modem, progressive people' did 
not come true, and that the people themselves, in speaking their language, rather 
than the language professionals writing it, have decided which word is acceptable 
and appropriate in a given situation, and which is not. Albert Borg (197S:ii) gives 
us his views on the position of the older grammarians and linguists: 
'Sfortunamente, il maltese è maltrattato anche da quelli che 
conoscono l'arabo ed altre lingue semitiche. Questa conoscenza 
sembra conferire a certuni la strana proprietà di possedere la chiava 
che svela chissà quali misteri e quindi il diritto di imporre le loro 
idee mistico-linguistiche. Questa è una malattia che colpisce le 
mentalità troppo insulari. Q maltese, con i suoi origini semitici, è 
avvolto in una aura romantica, specialmente per quanto riguarda la 
lingua letteraria, ed è considerato un fenomeno unico la cui 
conoscenza è riservata ai soli iniziati' 
6.3 The Role of Arabie in the Standardization Process 
As we have seen in the foregoing sections of this chapter, the historical relationship 
between Maltese and Arabic has played an important role in the standardization 
process. In this section, we will have a closer look at the various points of view 
THE STANDARDIZATION OF MALTESE 89 
towards Arabic which played a role in this process. We will also look at the way 
the orthographic and grammatical rules as laid down by the Ghaqda tal-Ktttieba 
tal-Malu were influenced by the traditions used in the European studies of 
Classical Arabic grammar, and the grammar of other Semitic languages. Let us 
start, however, with the British influence on the language situation in the early 
nineteenth century, and their position towards Arabic, which seems to have been 
more positive than that of the Maltese themselves. 
Under British rule, official interest in the historical relations between Maltese and 
Arabic greatly increased, as can be seen from the opinions held by John Hookham 
Frere, as well as by the first Royal Commissioners on this subject. Hookham Frere 
had proposed the use of the Arabic alphabet for the writing of Maltese, which 
could be done without too many difficulties, as an experiment which had been 
carried out in Zejtun had shown. Hookham Frere's reasons for this proposition 
were based on the idea that knowing how to read and write in the Arabic alphabet, 
combined with a good knowledge of Italian, would enable the Maltese to travel in 
the whole Mediterranean area without too many linguistic difficulties. 
The Royal Commission of 1836 also were aware of the importance of teaching 
Arabic in Malta. In their view, Maltese still was nothing but a dialect of Arabic, 
and learning Arabic was therefore the most appropriate way for the Maltese people 
to leam to use their own language correctly. This, of course, was a total 
misinterpretation of the actual position of the Maltese language and of the points 
of view which the Maltese themselves held towards it With the general Maltese 
anti-Arabic views in mind, it is not surprising that the Commission's plan was 
never implemented. Salvatore Cumbo (1839.2) argued that Maltese should be 
taught as it was spoken, and not be cultivated as a language which was 
indistinguishable from Arabic Maltese, in his view, should be written in the Italian 
alphabet, to which should be added a number of letters from the Arabic alphabet 
(1839:4). Francesco Velia, who also was opposed to the arabicization of the 
language, argued even against the introduction of any Arabic letters in the Maltese 
spelling, because, in his view, the people were not used to these new symbols.35 
The British plans turned out to be a failure, and, as we have seen, the Maltese 
eventually chose to keep their language independent from Arabic. Then, for more 
than half a century, nothing happened in the field of grammar. It was only after the 
Ghaqda tal-Kittteba tal-Malti started her campaign for a standard orthography and 
grammar, that the need for a prescriptive grammar arose. As we have seen, the 
first work of a prescriptive nature was the Taghriffiiq tl-Kitba Maltija, published 
by the Ghaqda tal-Ktttieba tal-Malti, and written by Cremona and Vassallo. Other 
important questions concerning Maltese spelling and grammar were discussed in II-
Malti, the bulletin of the Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti. 
The important question at this stage is whether this new grammar of Maltese, on 
which language education was to be based, was influenced by the grammatical 
system used in the traditional grammars of Arabic and other Semitic languages like 
Hebrew, and, if so, in what way. In the following, we will have a closer look at the 
Taghriffuq il-Kttba Maltija, as well as at some of the relevant articles in the early 
copies of Il-Maltt. 
35
 Cf Aquilina 1961 99-101, also fer some sample texts of Maltese written m Arabic script, and 
in Latin script, with some Arabic letters 
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6.3.1 Orthography and Phonology36 
Ы the Taghriffuq il-Kitba Maltija, there are forty-three rules for the spelling of 
Maltese, divided into nine groups. In the first group, the rules for the alphabet are 
given. The first three rules are the same as those laid down by Vassalli and the 
Xirka Xemia. Rule four is new, and deals with the root-consonants or radices of 
the Maltese word (eghruq tal-kelma). It says that every consonantal letter 
representing a radix of the word, keeps its original form in the spelling. The idea of 
root-consonants derives from Arabic and Semitic grammar, and was already 
mentioned by Vassalli It is presumed that orthographicalry, the Maltese word is 
structured on consonantal letters called radices which do not change in the derived 
forms of the word, whereas the vowels, and consonants representing other 
morphemes are subject to changes in these forms (cf Albert Borg 1975 5.2). In 
Maltese, the rule says, we write hobz, 'bread', instead of *hops, because of hobza 
'a loaf, but we write irrid Ί want' instead of *mrtd,which is the underlying form 
to imd with η-assimilated to -r-.37 In the latter word, л is not a radix, and is 
therefore not retained in the spelling. 
In the group dealing with the accent (rules 12-15), rule thirteen mentions the letter 
a at the beginning of a word which 'stands for the consonant of the same sound (in 
Arabic Alif) and which can also have the sounds e, ι, or o.' (Taghrif. 12; cf Albert 
Borg 19755.4). Here, the grammarians encountered the problem of the Arabic 
consonantal hamza, which has no representation in the Latin script. In order to 
keep the root-structure system intact, they therefore had to 'invent' the rule that 
there is a consonant with the same sound as the vowel a. Basically, this means that 
this vowel is not lost in initial position when it follows a word ending in a vowel, as 
is usual when the initial vowel is there to avoid consonantal clusters: Kienu ahjar, 
'they were better', and not Kienu hjar. 
The consonants gh and h form another difficulty for the correct spelling of 
Maltese. These phonemes were gradually lost in Maltese, but are still retained in 
the spelling system This led to a number of extra rules concerning the spelling and 
pronunciation of these consonants in combination with certain vowels (rales 34-
38). E g. the vowel r after gh is pronounced ei or да, but written i, the right 
spelling being jghid 'he says', instead of *jgheid or *jghaid. According to the 
authors, many mistakes are made because the ear cannot distinguish whether the 
gh should be written before or after the vowel, or between two vowels. Therefore, 
a number of special rules for the spelling of gh is given at the end of the Taghrif 
{Taghrif. 111-114). 
The rules for the spelling of gh are based on two different strategies. The first is 
based on morphology rule one says that in the past tense of the basic verb form 
('il-passat tal-verbi ewlenin'), when the first of the three root-consonants is gh, this 
letter is written before the vowel, whereas in the other forms of the verb, it comes 
36
 Albert Borg 1975 gives some ideas for a revision of the Ghaqda's spelling system In this 
work, he mentions a number of instances in which the influence of the Arabic grammatical 
traditions on the Ghaqda 's system is obvious We will deal with his remarks together with our 
own observations 
3 7
 This л-prefix used for the 1st person singular is one of the features of the Maltese 
language which link it to the group of Maghrébine Arabic dialects, cf above, 
Chapter One, ρ Iff 
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after the vowel (TaghnfAM). The second method is based on analogy: one 
compares the word containing gh which one wants to write, to one written with q 
or A in the same position, e.g. ghamel, maghmul, because of qaleb, maqlub ('to 
turn', 'overturned') (Taghrif.113). The same strategy is repeated in Il-Malti 
(1925:114-115), where the author said that it can be used without puzzling the 
mind too much ('bla tahbil zejjed tal-mohh'). 
In the same article in Il-Malti, it is noted that there are two verbs with gh as a third 
radical which have a conjugation which differs from the normal one: zebagh ('to 
paint') and forogh ('to be empty'). With these two verbs, the gh does not change 
into y as it does in other verbs of the same form: qala' ('to pull'), qlajt ('I pull'), 
but zebagh, zbaght, not zbajt. To show this difference in pronunciation, the gh in 
these two verbs is kept in the spelling, whereas it usually is represented by an 
apostrophe, as in qala'. The reason for this difference, the author F.S. Caruana 
writes, is that in Maltese, as in Arabic, there are two different gh's, one stronger 
than the other. Because in modem Maltese they are no longer differentiated in 
sound, they are both written as gh. These two verbs are the only instances where 
the difference can still be heard. 
The fact that the Ghaqda did not do away with the digraph gh in its alphabet, 
which goes against the rule of using one symbol for one sound, can partly be 
explained by their wish to keep the traditional use of this symbol alive. As the 
author of the Taghrif( 1924:116) says, the letter gh has been used by most Maltese 
writers from De Soldanis onward.38 Moreover, the use of this symbol is important 
for the theoretical basis of the spelling system which, as we have seen, is built upon 
the invariability of the root-consonants. 
6.3.2 Morphology 
The influence of traditional Arabic grammar in the field of morphology can be 
illustrated by the grammatical terminology used by the Maltese grammarians. Here 
we should differentiate between the use of terminology taken from the European 
grammatical tradition, and the terminology which seems to have been taken over 
from Arabic grammar itself, e.g. Ί-ittri xemxirí ('sunletters') for those letters 
which assimilate with the article, and Ί-ittri qamriri ('moonletters') for those 
which do not39 {Il-Malti 192545). A second example in this category is that the -t-
which appears at the end of a feminine noun in the construct state is called 'Tie 
Marbutá", from the Arabic ta' marbûta (Taghrif.69-70; Il-Malti 1925:80). 
However, most Maltese morphological terminology seems to be a translation from 
the European grammatical terminology, rather than an adaptation from the 
Arabic.40 
Terms like ghamla 'form', gherq 'root', and I'ewwel sura 'the first form', do not 
appear in Carter's list of Arabic grammatical terms (Carter 1981:473-485). They 
do constitute, however, the normal terminology in European grammars. There is a 
38
 For the origin of this digraph cf Appendix В 
•"It cannot be said with certainty whether these terms were directly taken over from Arabic 
grammar, or from European grammarians who used these Arabic terms 
4 0
 Cf Carter 1981 473-485 for a list of Arabic grammatical terms. 
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small number of Maltese terms which do occur in Carter's list, such as shih 
'sound', meqes 'defective', forrad 'singular', and mkattar 'plural', but there is no 
indication that these were borrowed directly from Arabic grammar. The terms 
which are originally Arabic, such as ta' marbûta, are used normally in the 
European grammatical tradition, and seem therefore to be indirect, rather than 
direct borrowings. 
The Arabic grammars which are mentioned in the Taghrif are all of European 
origin. There are works dealing with Classical Arabic, like those by Silvestre de 
Sacy (Taghrif.li) and Gaudefroy Demombynes (Taghrif.87), and there are some 
on spoken Arabic, especially on the Libyan dialects. 
When reading the part of the Taghrif dealing with morphology, one gets the idea 
that, as in Classical Arabic grammar, rules are given for the production of words of 
a certain class, e.g. the active participle, instead of just a classification of the 
Maltese verbs, nouns and particles This gives the impression that all these rules 
are still productive, which, at least in present-day Maltese, is not the case.41 
Schabert's description of Maltese, which is based on the actual spoken form of the 
language, is invaluable in establishing the differences between the actual formations 
in spoken Maltese, and the rules given for Standard Maltese. 
Although the Taghrif speaks of the first form (I'ewwel sura) of the verb, it did not 
take over the number system used in traditional grammars of Classical Arabic for 
the classification of the derived verbs. In later works on Maltese grammar, like 
Sutcliffe's Grammar of the Maltese language (1936), we find that this number 
system is used to describe the Maltese system of derived verbs, without any notice 
being taken of the structural differences between the Classical Arabic system of 
derived verbs, and the Maltese system.41 
6.3.3 Syntax 
Although a structural study of the syntax of Maltese is still a desideratum, there are 
indications that Classical Arabic grammar might have had some influence in 
syntactic analysis as well From Sutcliffe (1936:54,170) we learn that in 'elevated 
and poetical language' a plural noun, which in ordinary Maltese gets a verbal form 
in the plural, may be accompanied by a verb in the third person femmine singular, 
even when that plural noun is referring to persons: Xhm bdew jikxfu dawk il-
qdumijiet, il-ghornef xeghlet 'When they began to discover those antiquities, 
learned men grew enthusiastic'. Although it is a normal construction in Classical 
Arabic to have a feminine singular verb with a plural noun in the third person, it is 
unusual to form such a construction when the plural subject refers to persons. It is 
hard to say whether this usage goes back to an older form of Maltese, or whether 
we are dealing with an innovation by some Maltese grammarians based on a 
misunderstanding of Classical Arabic syntax. There is one possible instance of this 
phenomenon in the Cantilena, but the exact meaning ofthat particular form is still 
unclear.43 
Cf above, ρ 88, and also Schabert's remaries on this subject quoted on the same page 
On this point, cf Schabert 1976 2 
Cf above, ρ 48, where the interpretation of the Cantilena is discussed. 
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6.4 Conclusions 
The standardization of the Maltese language was a process which was started at 
the end of the eighteenth century by Vassalli, but it lasted until well into the 
twentieth century before Maltese was moulded into a form which was generally 
accepted. In this chapter we took a closer look at this process, and the choices 
which were made during it. The main problem for the standardization was the fact 
that not all Maltese were in favour of raising the status of their language to that of 
a literary language. The famous 'language question', which was really about 
whether English should replace Italian as the main language of Malta, played an 
important role in the choice for or against Maltese as well. Soon after this question 
had been decided in favour of English, the Government accepted Maltese as the 
national language of Malta and, side by side with English, as the official language 
ofMalta. 
During the struggle between English and Italian, the main question related to 
Maltese was whether or not the Maltese alphabet should follow the rules of Italian 
orthography as closely as possible, so that the school children could learn Italian 
through the medium of their own mother tongue. The final orthographical system, 
introduced by the Ghaqda tal-KttUeba tal-Malti in 1921, was not based on the 
Italian spelling, but rather on the Semitic character of the language, with its system 
of root consonants and patterns.44 
Although the general arabophobia among the Maltese did not diminish in the early 
twentieth century, the Maltese grammarians recognized the importance of the 
study of Arabic for a better understanding of their own language. From a number 
of instances taken from the official Maltese grammar, the Taghrif fiiq il-htba 
Maltija (1924), it has become clear that the Maltese did not tum to the Arab 
grammarians themselves, but rather to the European tradition of Arabic (and 
Semitic) studies. 
In the field of the Maltese lexicon, the Maltese linguists have found inspiration in 
Western studies of Arabic as well. We have seen how Aquilina defended the 
coining of new words on the basis of morphological rules which might still be 
productive in a more or less artificial language such as Modem Standard Arabic, 
but which have no basis in the Irving Maltese language. 
44
 The problems which arise from this system for the spelling of the ever increasing number of 
non-Arabic loan words, mostly of Italian or English origin, will be discussed in Chapter Seven, 
p. 95ff. 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES 
In this book, we have traced the development of the Maltese language through 
history, and the role Arabic played in that development. Of major importance in the 
process that led to the form of Maltese as we know it today, was the question of 
the origin of the Maltese language. Although sources from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries call the language spoken by the inhabitants of the Maltese 
islands a form of Arabic, from the eighteenth century onwards, Maltese linguists 
have clung to the theory that the Semitic structure of Maltese was due to the fact 
that it was a remnant of Phoenician, or Punic, rather than being of Arabic origin. 
Even the arguments brought forward by German and other European Orientalists 
against the Punic origin, could not convince the Maltese of the fact that the origin 
of their language lies in the Arabic language and not in Phoenician or any other 
Semitic language. It was only in the 1960's that the Maltese had gradually 
accepted the Arabic origin of their language, although the myth of the Phoenician 
origin still lives on in less scholarly publications about Malta's history, such as 
tourist brochures and the like. 
After the question whether or not Maltese is an Arabic dialect was decided, the 
next question was: How and when was Arabic brought to the Maltese Islands? We 
have seen in this book, that textual evidence on this subject was scarce and left 
many questions unanswered. However, a recently discovered description of the 
Maltese Isles by the Arab geographer al-Himyan provides us with new and 
important evidence about the period when Malta was conquered by the Aghlabid 
rulers of Ifríqiyá. If al-Hmyari's evidence is correct, and there are no apparent 
reasons why it should not be, Malta's original population was expelled from the 
islands after the Arab conquest in 869/870. It was only after the rise of Christian 
power in the central Mediterranean in the early eleventh century, that Malta was 
repopulated with Arabic-speaking people, presumably from Muslim Sicily. It is this 
point in time which can be defined as the origin of the Maltese language. 
Although Malta became part of the Norman empire at the end of the eleventh 
century, at least part of its people and culture remained Muslim until well into the 
thirteenth century, when the Muslims were expelled from the islands by Frederick 
Π. The only remaining cultural link with the Arabic-speaking world was the Jewish 
community living in Malta and Gozo, who used Judaeo-Arabic, a form of Arabic 
written in Hebrew characters, as the medium of communications with other Jewish 
communities in the Mediterranean. With the expulsion of the Jews in 1492 from 
the Aragonese empire, which included Malta, the cultural links between Malta and 
the 'Arabiyya were broken once and for all 
Under the reign of the Order of St. John, Malta became an important centre in the 
Mediterranean, and with its growing wealth, the number of foreigners living in 
Malta grew, especially in the area around Valletta and the Grand Harbour. This 
concentration of non-Maltese immigrants is reflected in the variety of Maltese 
dialects, as described by Vassalli at the end of the eighteenth century. According to 
this Maltese linguist, the Maltese dialects show a main division into a rural and an 
urban dialect group. The urban dialects, spoken in the densely populated cities and 
towns around Valletta and the Grand Harbour, show the greatest influence from 
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foreign languages such as Italian, French and English, whereas the rural dialects are 
much more archaic both in phonology and vocabulary. 
When Vassalli started the standardization of the Maltese language, he took the 
rural variety of Maltese as the standard and prepared his Maltese alphabet on the 
basis of the rural pronunciation However, the social strength of the urban variety 
eventually proved to be stronger than the linguistic purety of the rural dialects. 
From the 1840's onwards, Maltese grammars and spelling systems, and eventually 
the whole standard Maltese language, were based on the urban, rather than the 
rural varieties. This choice took Maltese even further away from its Arabic roots 
than h already was. 
In the late nineteenth century, however, the so-called 'Language Question' led to a 
move towards the 'Semitic' roots of the Maltese language and a call for purety, 
with less influence from Italian, in spelling, grammar and the vocabulary. In order 
to do this, the Maltese linguists, writers and other language professionals who 
founded the Ghaqda tal-Kittteba tal-Malti were forced to revert to the grammar of 
Arabic. They did not, however, use primary source material on Arabic grammar, 
written by Arabs, but depended mainly on materials provided by European scholars 
of Arabic grammar 
Arabic played an important role in the history of Maltese, because h formed the 
foundation on which the modem Maltese language was built. Due to religious and 
political reasons, its role in the formation of the standard written form of Maltese 
was relatively small and indirect From the history of Malta and its language, it is 
clear that the general attitude of the Maltese towards the Arabs and their language 
was evidently negative. Even in modem times, linguists in Maha who refer to the 
non-Romance part of Maltese, use the more general term 'Semitic', rather than the 
more accurate 'Arabic'. 
In the previous chapters, we have discussed the development of the Maltese 
language from the era of Arab rule in Malta to its recognition as the National 
Language of Malta, with its own standardized rules of spelling and grammar In 
this chapter, I first want to touch briefly on the position of the Maltese language in 
present-day Malta. Since Maltese has become the official language of Maha, 
Maltese society has changed drastically, and the language has been adopted to the 
new needs which developed through these changes. How did the Maltese tackle 
the linguistic problems inherent in these changes? To answer this question, we will 
concentrate mainly on orthographical developments in the Maltese press, as well as 
on publications on the use of the current spelling system The second subject of 
this chapter is the position of the Arabic language in Malta today. 
Although Maltese is now established and accepted as the National Language of the 
Republic of Malta, it has to share its position as the official language ofthat same 
Republic with English. This position shows the relative weakness of the Maltese 
language: although h is a fully developed language, the Maltese are dependent on 
English for their external communications.1 Apart from the problem of its very 
small geographical spread, there is the problem of the constant pressure on the 
Maltese language from English and also from Italian, which strongly influences the 
1
 There is a Maltese press outside Malta, catering for the large number of Maltese immigrants in 
countries like Canada and Australia, but with very few exceptions, these newspapers are 
published m English, cf Fenech 1978 7-9. 
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Maltese vocabulary.2 This pressure from foreign languages is no new problem, nor 
is it a problem particular to Maltese. For Maltese in the present situation, this 
pressure brings about two major problems, one of which is the choice of words 
available to a speaker or writer. Should one use a real 'Maltese' word, or make 
one up if it does not yet exist, or can one use a 'foreign' word? The second 
problem is related to the first, and has to do with the standard Maltese spelling. If 
you accept the use of foreign words, how should they be spelled? Should one write 
'typewriter' or 'tajprajter"?3 Is the Ghaqda 's spelling system, based as it is on the 
Semitic system of radicals, an adequate enough instrument to deal with these 
questions, or is a major spelling reform necessary? 
Maltese is now well established as a written language. The latest edition of the 
Bibliografija Nazzjonali ta ' Malta {Malta National Bibliography), which lists all 
new books and articles published in Malta in 1990, as well as "works and parts of 
works about the Maltese Islands or written by Maltese nationals but published 
abroad", gives a good overview of the number of books and articles which were 
published in Maltese in that year. The following table shows the number of 
publications in Maltese, compared to those in F.ngKsh and in other languages. 
Maltese English Other Total 
GownHtl« 
РЫ)<яорЬ; 
RcU0on 
Sodai S d a m 
Languf* 
r^reSdcac« 
Applied S d a m a 
Arta, Sporto Л С ш н 
ІІІмЫві* 
3 
1 
59 
62 
6 
2 
4 
17 
54 
4 
5 
M 
88 
5 
3 
7 
37 
7 
0 
0 
3 
2 
2 
0 
0 
4 
0 
7 
6 
73 
152 
13 
5 
11 
58 
61 
Gcognphj aad ЯЛогу 8 22 6 36 
Totals: 216 189 17 422 
These figures show, that Maltese does not only do well in those fields which are 
traditionally identified with Maltese, such as religion and literature, but also in a 
field like the Social Sciences. 
An interesting study of the present-day use of Maltese is Fenech's Contemporary 
Journalistic Maltese (1978), part of which deals with the phonological and 
orthographical aspects of Maltese as it is used in the Maltese press. According to 
Fenech, the spelling used in the Maltese newspapers deviates from the spelling 
conventions of literary Maltese, and these deviations are not used uniformly 
throughout. Furthermore, the press has its own way in dealing with loan-words. As 
Maltese suffers a strong and constant pressure from both English and Italian, it is 
2
 Italian influence is very strong because of the fact that most Maltese people prefer to watch 
Italian television programs, rather than those transmitted by the Maltese broadcasting service 
On this subject, cf also Bnfla 1989 
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interesting to see how non-literary authors cope with the spelling problems that are 
brought about by the use of foreign words.4 
All Maltese newspapers aim, according to Fenech, at the spoken, rather than the 
literary form of Maltese. At best they aim at a mixture of both forms. Literary 
Maltese is used only in the literary pages of the newspapers (Fenech 1978:10-13). 
Certain aspects of spoken Maltese, Fenech claims, influence the spelling of the 
journalistic language and his conclusion is, that journalistic Maltese can and will 
make a contribution towards the simplification of Standard Maltese spelling. In 
certain aspects, especially those dealing with the sounds of the spoken language, 
Fenech regards the standard orthography as very conservative, and in his view, it 
might gain in following the changes of rules the newspapers follow. 
Here are some of the differences between journalistic and literary Maltese (Fenech 
1978:16-38): 
1. Journalistic Maltese employs some spelling conventions which are generally 
absent from literary Maltese. Deviations from the literary standard are, 
however, not fully uniform throughout the Maltese press. Different symbols are 
used to represent the same sound graphically. 
2. Loan-words are a particular problem There are three ways in which they are 
dealt with: 
• the original spelling from the source language is kept 
• the word is transcribed according to Maltese orthography 
• the word itself is in the original spelling, but morphemes from Maltese 
grammar follow the Maltese spelling and a hybrid form occurs, e.g. 
teamijiet from the English word team phis Maltese external plural form 
-ijtet. 
3. Long vowels in journalistic Maltese often do not get an accent grave, as in the 
literary language, but are either unmarked, or followed by an apostrophe which 
takes the place of the grave accent. More interesting, though, is the fact that 
the 'historical' consonants gh and h, which in modem Maltese are not 
pronounced, but have the effect that they lengthen adjacent vowels, are 
sometimes used as length markers in journalistic Maltese even in positions 
where they do not historically belong. In general, there is a tendency to mix up 
the spelling of h , gh and A because of the confusion their modem 
pronunciation apparently brings about (Fenech 1978:20; 23-25). 
4. Romance Maltese words beginning with ι lose this vowel in journalistic 
Maltese when the word is immediately preceded by a word ending in a vowel 
e.g. 'huwa nutli' for huwa inutli, 'h is futile'. In literary Maltese, this / is 
considered to be an integral part of the word and is, therefore, always written 
(Fenech 197826). 
4
 Fenech explicitly excluded literary Maltese contributions which appeared in the papers which 
he surveyed a one month's ran (August 1973) of the three Maltese dailies L'Omzont 'The 
Horizon', ln-Nazzjon Taghna 'Our Nation' and H-ffajja 'The Life', Fenech 1978 2 
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AU in all, the trends in journalistic orthography, although in some ways different 
from standard orthography, do not seem to constitute a major breakaway from the 
literary language. There are, however, Maltese linguists who are planning a far 
more thorough revision of the Maltese orthographical system. 
Maltese is constantly changing as its speakers adapt it to their needs. In 1975, 
Albert Borg from the Department of Maltese at the University of Malta, presented 
his Tesa di Laurea under the title Elementi per un ' ortografia fonemica del 
maltese. Goal of the work is to improve the work done by the Ghaqda tal-Kittieba 
tal-Malti on Maltese spelling It is designed to do away with certain incoherences 
and to give it a more rigorous theoretical basis. This will make it easier to teach 
Maltese reading and writing to children, but also to spell Maltese words correctly, 
without having to take recourse to analogy (Albert Borg 1975:i-ii). Aim of the 
changes Borg proposes is to come as close as possible to a phonemical spelling 
system The principal change would be the abolition of the graphemes gh and h, 
which, Borg argues, in many cases were retained, solely because they also appear 
in Classical Arabic (1975:Chapter VI). It is not known what impression his work 
has made in Malta. In time, a simplification of the current standard orthography 
will become inevitable, and when that happens, the 'silent' letters gh and A will be 
removed from the system, because of their problematic nature. It is hard to 
forecast when this spelling change will be made. The Akkademja tal-Malti, which 
has replaced the Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti, has added new rules to the Taghrif 
fiiq il-Kitba Maltija (which dates back to 1924) by publishing the Zieda mat-
"Taghrif" in 1984. In 1988, a commission to standardize the Maltese orthography 
was appointed, known as the Kummissjuni Ortografia (Briffa 1989:377-378). It 
will be most interesting to find out what improvements this commission will 
eventually come up with, and whether or not Albert Borg's changes will be 
implemented. 
In the 1970's and 1980's the ruling party in Malta was Dom Mint off s MLP, the 
Malta Labour Party. Under Mintoff s government, strong political and economic 
ties were established with the neighbouring Libyan Gamahiriya. As a consequence, 
the Maltese came into contact with Libyan Arabs, who came to Malta as tourists, 
but also as investors and political friends. The Libyan government decided to 
consider the Maltese people to be 'brothers' who do not need a visa to live and 
work in Libya. Many Maltese found a job in Libya's oil and construction industries, 
and learned more about the Arabic language and culture. On their part, the Maltese 
government introduced Arabic into the secondary school curriculum, and re-
introduced it in the University of Malta. It looked as if a new page in the history 
book of Maltese - Arab relations was opened. However, things were not as bright 
as they appeared. The Maltese, a large majority of whom are strict catholics, 
generally remained suspicious of the Arabs, whose religious and cultural habits are 
strange to them. 
The introduction of Arabic in Maltese secondary education was not a very great 
success and, as far as I know, no study has yet been published about the goals of 
this introduction and its effectiveness. However, students who actually did the 
Arabic course, told me that they found it very difficult to learn this language. The 
Arabic script formed a major obstacle for them to memorize the words, and 
although the words were somehow familiar, they were still strange to them. All the 
students I spoke to were themselves native speakers of Maltese. The compulsory 
teaching of Arabic, which was started under the Socialist government, was 
abandoned under the Nationalist government. 
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The (re-)introduction of Arabic in the University of Malta was more successful, but 
led to the strange situation where a Department of Maltese Studies exists side by 
side with a Department of Arabic studies, instead of having Arabic and Maltese 
scholars working together in one Department of Maltese and Arabic Studies. It 
seems strange to think that the two Departments are now separated, where in the 
days of Prof. Aquilina, the Chair was simply called 'Maltese and Oriental Studies', 
and there was no separation between Maltese and Arabic Studies. 
Talking to Maltese people about my research, I found that the Maltese in general 
were impressed with the fact that a foreigner would actually study their language 
and write a book about it. Most of them became sceptical after I told them that it 
was the relationship between Maltese and Arabic I wanted to discuss in my book. 
The usual reaction was, that Maltese had nothing to do with Arabic. One Maltese 
informed me that I was mistaken, and that Maltese was in fact a form of Hebrew, 
he even pointed out that in Rabat, there used to be people who spoke a special 
dialect which they called 'Brajku'. It turned out that what they spoke was in fact a 
sort of pig Latin, and had nothing to do with Hebrew. This reaction was a 
wonderful illustration of the effect traditional views on Maltese and its history have 
had, and how strong its influence still is amongst the ordinary Maltese people. 
Among Maltese academicals, the view that the origins of Maltese are not Punic, 
but Arabic, are now generally accepted. During my last visit to Malta, in 1992, I 
met a professor in a small restaurant on Gozo, who was enthusiastically telling his 
English friends about the exciting discovery of the al-Hîmyarî text and its 
implications for the early history of the Maltese islands. Hopefully, the attention 
given to the publication of this text will help to bring about a better understanding 
of what many Maltese, even today, see as a dark age in their island's history. 
APPENDIX A 
MALTESE JUDAEO - ARABIC TEXTS 
Text I 
тыл in >іэу I N ^ »nao т а и кж ìpn Ι ΙΌΙ3»Ν кпон INJ» in ην ι» ι 
оз>тзтр "?н 
^м ρη pia »* nn п!ж orto in m i ì>»onp pn in >э!лі ЛЫОП опэ 2 
ТЭЭ V o i l p 
пкчіто опэ ortai птт і»кэ oj'minip ?N т и п in нзу NS»N З 
JVNT ПМ'Лр ИП ПИ»З Ш П\»У ОЗЧЭІЗПір ÏH тКЛ 1П П^ ПЭ ПЗУ NS'N 4 
п^н і'Уірі ' v a n IN im niwi ι»π'ρι оз>тзтр ін ΓΠΝΠ jn т э NX>N 5 
INOy 
ya ΗΪΉ inai« э т о т нрпзі нз'\»р pn in зіа іілно ΙΌ3Ν? 'ΠΠΪ jn 6 
ппэуіз 'Э 
Ίκνρρ Νίηρ τυ]>"? 'ппд in 'пуз11Kb niHti >y>an inuywiona NS'N 7 
NTip 7N in '?УП nmiN NOJ П7К ΝΌ4) 7N pn jn ΠΝ'Πρ lit Nit'N 8 
'ЗННрМ JN3 n'JH 
Right side column 
1ПНП )Πί> >nni 1П 'ОУ1· »ί>Π3Ν HbN ΠΝ>3Ίρ 1\!>У NS>N a 
<11ΡΊ>0 HOÌÌÙ 13У in 1Π1\9 NS>N Ь 
п ю а Kbip ynn oron *>н )п nutriva опэ NS'N С 
юізт» нЬ »τ п и л а tiy in пкчп в опэ NS»N d 
Nìiin >KÍ>a н у in і*зі ішчгге» nìm NS>N e 
Π3ΝΠ 'У'ЭП IN ІУМІУОП ПЗУ NS'N f 
Left side column 
ΊΝ3\!φ ІОЧЖП 13У 1П ІПЭ Nîf'N g 
1»Уір р\і>1У1 1ΠΝΙ «)>I31 Ν33φ Л13Э Ν?Ί3 h 
nNûwp помжп ізу in т э Νϋ'Ν i 
1>Уір ivjyNno n'Nt t'ap j 
ТОЗ 73У in l'Vip IN ІШУЛОПЗ ІПЭ NH'N k 
omiNV 1 
т ю п та ΊΝ3 nìm i s i i ηΝυιρ опэ NS'N m 
укп лзэ ппуа пЬ ism nN»np по NS»N η 
»yNan Twy NS»N .... іпэ о 
>oto in »^  nya >1>N Ϊ13ΝΠ ρ 
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Last two lines in right side column 
пэкп i"n>pi >il>sa >!> Noy KS'H q 
>nni ]Q г 
Text II 
OjniNÍ» ПОІЗН^  оз>отзтр ЮНП 1 
lì'073'N NOOH ЛЗО '0 IlObfl 2 
ЛЗКТ1 K"pl IN «ΝΠνΠΗ »ЗПЭУ^ 3 
IH іУп niKti >y>an IM an 4 
п^н in іпто a!? опии» п з у 5 
н^м н ю Ьн ja того >ï> ]нэ б 
гоч-газн bw )п о іптонзі m a p 7 
ÏH ПНП УПП ]П1\!> 1'УПК т 8 
0"1»П |Ν т ч т о т т о г о Η3Ό 9 
Text III 
inno оз»етзтр t>N т и п in пзу ін ірэ ΤΙΟΌΗ отам ГОН I 
ОТП ЬіК !?Η JI3 ЛЭМІ 1"П'Р1 ЬК ОНПП ПЗУ НІРН 2 
о э ' т з т р ^н т и п у>ім in yton из κ [»rrtn пгюо т а н нзн ιρη з 
оэа па'пэ Ьн пнл па>пэ ллнаі і ізп оз'ипр нэм ITO 4 
Text IV 
litrn'H^ луанв ynn оз'этзтр ІПНП I 
І ЧП ЛЗО 2 
TextV 
γ-wbù юрнЛ ппл к* луано ynn озчтотр 1 
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ОТЛ IN OVJVT pHIM ПО )D >J31NOb 2 
Text VI 
bun im "ibup ι 
110!>3 2 
Text VII 
mau mt nvy ліолр ι 
vnn i»n'pi bo ртн η тю 2 
n»bp Ьн 3 
Text VIH 
Hpbi bu vnn 1 
n»Onn Ьы УЛП 2 
Text IX 
n t n j N nbn naJOD » 1 
(Cf. VII, Ι ) (?Л) HTOJip >3VOpit ΠΠΝΟ 2 
ізіЬн »лзю Ό Π ! Η Ι>)ΛΌ-Ο 3 

APPENDIX В 
EARLY MALTESE ALPHABETS 
In the history of Maltese spelling, most Latin characters were used in the normal 
way, Le. in the way they are used in Italian. However, a number of extra symbols 
was sometimes designed for the sounds which had no corresponding character in 
the Latin alphabet. The following table shows which symbols were designed for the 
most important and influential early spelling systems. 
Standard 
Maltese 
Vassalli 
Accademia 
Filologica 
Panzavecchia 
Xirka Xemïa 
С 
с 
с or 
eh 
с. 
с 
G 
Ί. 
g or 
gh 
g or 
gh 
g 
G 
g 
g or 
g 
g 
j 
H 
Я 
or 
Φ 
h 
h. 
or 
К 
h 
К 
к 
с or 
eh 
к 
к 
Gh 
η 
or 
3 
gh 
Λ 
or 
eh 
δ 
Q 
t 
к 
к. 
q 
w 
ν 
u 
u 
w 
X 
Щ 
X 
se 
X 
Ζ 
3 
ζ 
ζ 
ζ 
Ζ 
ζ 
ζ 
ι 
ζ 
For the correct interpretation of this table, the following should be noted. (1) The 
double entries for some of the symbols of the Accademia's alphabet are due to the 
fact that this alphabet is based on the Italian alphabet, which means that the choice 
of a symbol is sometimes dependent on the following vowel. (2) The double entries 
for Vassalli's and Panzavecchia's alphabet are due to the fact that these alphabets 
both differentiate between the reflexes of OA /7 and /g/, and OA /h/ and /k/. 
Modern Standard Maltese does not differentiate between these pairs. 

REFERENCES 
Primary Sources: 
Arabic: 
Al-Himyarî, Ibn 'Abd al-Mun'im, Kitâb ar-rawd al-mi'tar, A Geographical 
Dictionary, edited by Ihsân 'Abbas, Beyrouth 1975 
Al-Qazwînî, Âlâr = Kitâb âtâr al-bilâd, Göttingen 1848 
Ibn al-Atfr, al-Kâmil, = Al-kâmil fi at-târik, Ι-ΧΠ Beyrouth: Dar Sader 1965-67 
Ibn 'Idârî, al-Bayân = Ibn 'Idârî al-Marrâkuïî, Kitâb al-bayân al-mugribfî 
(¿фат al-magrib, Beyrouth 1948 
Ibn Hawqal, Kitâb sûrat al-ard, Leiden 1938-39 
Ibn Kaldûn, Târik = Tarili Ibn Kaldûn, Kitâb al-'ibar wa-dtwân al-mubtada' 
wa-1-kßbarfi ayyâm al- 'arab wa-l- 'a¿am wa-l-barbar wa-man 'asarahum 
min dawî as-sultân al-akbar. 'Abd ar-Rahmân Ibn Kaldûn al-Magribî, 
I-VII, Bayrût: Maktabat ai-madrasa wa-dâr al-kitâb al-lubnânî 1967-78 
Kitâb al-'uyûn = Saidi, Omar (ed.), 1972, Kitâb al- 'иуйп wa-l-hadâ'iq fi 
aibâr al-haqâ'iq, chronique anonyme, tome IV, 256/870-350/961, première 
partie, Damas 
Shakespear, J., 1841, "Copy of an Arabie Inscription in Kufic or Karmatic 
Characters on a Tombstone at Malta, with Remarks and Translation", in: 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 6, 173-181 
European: 
Abela, Gian Francesco, 1647, Descrittione di Malta, Malta 
Adelung, Johann Christoph, 1970, Mithridates oder allgemeine Sprachenkunde 
mit dem Vater Unser als Sprachprobe in bey nahe fünfhundert Sprachen und 
Mundarten, Teile I-IV, Hildesheim-New York: Georg Olms Verlag 
[Reprographischer Nachdruck von Berlin 1806-1817] 
Agius De Soldanis, Gio. Pietro Francesco, 1750, Della lingua punica 
presentemente usata da Maltesi &c. ovvero Nuovi documenti, li quali possono 
servire di lume all'antica lingua etrusco, Roma [contains also: Nuova scuola 
di grammatica per agevolmente apprendere la lingua punica-maltese, aperta 
agli studenti maltesi e forestieri abitanti in Malta] 
108 REFERENCES 
, Ms. 144, Nuova scuola dell'antica lingua punica scoperta nel moderno 
parlare maltesi e gozitano aperta agli studenti maltesi e forestieri, National 
Malta Library Ms. 144 
Brown, T.S., 1975, "Byzantine Malta: A Discussion of the Sources", in: 
Anthony T. Luttrell (ed.). Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the 
Knights, London: The British School at Rome, 71-87 
Brydone, Patrick, 1774, Reize door Sicilie en Malta, Amsterdam: Yntema en 
Tieboel [Translated from the English] 
Busuttil, J., 1969, "Fonti greche per la storia delle isole maltesi", in: M. 
Cagiano de Azevedo (ed.), Missione archeologica italiana a Malta, Rapporto 
preliminare della campagna 1968, Roma, 15-26 
Cassola, Arnold, 1988, Regole per la lingua maltese. The 'nobile, pio, Cavalier 
Francese Thezan" and his Regole per la lingua maltese - a long lost 
manuscript recovered, Malta: Ministry of Education 
(Ed.), 1992, The Biblioteca Vallicelliana Regole per la lingua maltese. The 
Earliest Extant Grammar and Dictionary of the Maltese Language, Malta: 
Said International 
Cowan, William, 1964, "An Early Maltese Word-List", in: Journal of Maltese 
Studies, Malta: The University Press, 2, 217-225 
Cremona, Antonio, 1929, A Manual of Maltese Orthography and Grammar, 
Malta 
, 1936, Tagklimfuq il-kitba maltija. L-ewwel ktieb, Oxford: The University 
Press 
.and G. Vassallo, 1924, Taghriffuq il-kitba Maltija, Xoghol mahrug mill-
Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti fis-sena 1924, Malta: ¡stamperia tal-Gvern 
Fürer ab Haimendorf, С, 1621, Itinerarium Aegypti, Arabiae, Palestinae, 
Syriae, aliarumque regionum Orientalium, ex officina A. Wagenmanni, 
Nuremburg 
Graevius, J.G. (Ed.), 1702, Syntagma variarum dissertationum rariorum, quas 
viri doctissimi superiore seculo elucubrarunt, Utrecht: W. van de Water 
, 1725, Thesaurus Antiquitatum et Historiarum Siciliae, vol. xv, Leyden 
Jouvin de Rochefort, Α., 1672, Le voyageur d'Europe, ой sont le voyage de 
France et le voyage d'Italie et de Malthe, Paris 
Keenan, Patrick Joseph, 1879, Report upon the Educational System of Malta, 
Dublin 
Maius, Joseph Henricus, 1725, Specimen Linguae Punicae in hodierna 
melitensium superstitis orbi erudito offert Io. Henricus Maius, Antiquitatum, 
Litterarum Graecarum, Orientaliumque Linguarum in Acad. Ludoviciana 
Professor, in: J.G. Graevius, Thesaurus Antiquitatum et Historiarum Siciliae, 
voi. xv, Leyden, 469-488 
Malaterra, Gaufredus, 1927, De rebus gestis Roberti Giscardi, Ducis Calabriae 
et Rogerii, Comitis Siciliae, E. Pontieri (ed.). Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, 
ns. ν part 2, Bologna, 94-96 
Megiser, Hieronymus, 1611, Propugnaculum Europae, Krakow 
Mingami, Paolo, 1965, "Fonti storiche arabe", in: M. Cagiano de Azevedo 
(ed.). Missione archeologica italiana a Malta, Rapporto preliminare della 
campagna 1964, Roma, 17-21 
REFERENCES 109 
Muscat-Azzopardi, G., Carm. Psaila, P. Galea, P.F. Bellanti, Ant. Cremona, 
1921, Rapport fiik l'alfabét Malti maghila mill cummissjoni li giet mahiura 
mill Ghakda tal Chittieba tal Malti fl-14 ta Novembru 1920, Valletta: G. 
Muscat 
Niderstedt, В., 1710, Malta vêtus et nova, Helmestadii 
Panzavecchia, Fortunato, 1845, Grammatica della lingua maltese, spiegata 
secondo i principi delle lingue orientali e della lingua italiana, Malta: M. 
Weiss 
Quintin, Jean (=Quintinus), 1725, Insulae Melitae Descrìptio, in: J.G. 
Graevius, Thesaurus Antiquitatum et Historiarum Siciliae, voi. xv, Leyden, 
1-8 
Redjala, Mbarek, 1973, "L'archipel maltais dans la littérature historico-
géographique d'expression arabe à l'époque médiévale", in: Actes du 1er 
Congrès d'études des cultures méditerranéennes d'influence Arabo-Berbère, 
Algiers, Algiers, 203-208 
Rossi, Ettore, 1929, "Le lapidi sepolchrali arabo-musulmane di Malta", in: 
Rivista degli Studi Orientati, 12, 428-444 
Skippon, Phillip, 1732, A Journey thro' Part of the Low-Countries, Germany, 
Italy and France (1663-4), London 
Taghrif 1924 = Antonio Cremona and G. Vassallo, Taghriffuq il-Kitba 
Maltija, Xoghol mahru'g mill-Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti fis-sena 1924, 
Malta 
Vassalli, Mikiel Anton, 1790, Alfabet Malti mfysser byl-МаШ и byt-Taljân, 
Roma: Fulgoni 
, 1791, Mylsen Phoenico-Punicum sive Grammatica Melitensis, Roma: 
Fulgoni 
, 17%, Ktyb yl Klym Malti Mfysser byl-Latin и byt-Taljan, sive Liber 
Dictionum Melitensium, hoc est Michaelis Antonii Vassalli Lexicon Melitense-
Latino-Italum, Roma: Fulgoni 
, 1827, Grammatica della lingua Maltese, Stampato per l'autore, Malta 
[=revised edition of Vassalli 1791] 
, 1828, Motti, aforismi e proverbi Maltesi, Stampato per l'autore, Malta 
Velia, Francis, 1831, Maltese Grammar for the Use of the English, Leghorn 
(Livorno) 
Welsch, H., 1658, Warhaftige Reiß-Beschreibung aus eigener Erfahrung von 
Teutschland, Croatien, Italien, denen Insuln Sicilia, Maltha, Stuttgart 
Wettinger, Godfrey, 1985, The Jews of Malta in the Late Middle Ages, Malta: 
Midsea Books Ltd. [=Maltese Social Studies, 16] 
, and M. Fsadni, 1968, Peter Caxaro's Cantilena: A Poem in Medieval 
Maltese, Malta: Lux Press 
, and M. Fsadni, 1983, L-Ghanja ta' Pietru Caxaru: Poezija bil-Malti 
medjevali, Malta, (Revised edition of Wettinger and Fsadni 1968 in Maltese) 
Secondary Sources: 
Abulafia, David, 1975, "Henry Count of Malta and his Mediterranean 
Activities: 1203-1230", in: Anthony T. Luttrell (ed.). Medieval Мака: 
Studies on Malta before the Knights, London: The British School at Rome, 
104-125 
Agius, Dionisius Α., 1980, Malia, Centru ghat-Tagklim ta'l-Gharbi fil-
Mediterran Seklu XVII sas-Seklu XIX, Malta: Klabb Kotba Maltin 
, 1980a, "Maltese. A Semitic and Romance Language", in: al-Arabiyya, 
13, 14-27 
., 1981, "A Semitic Maltese Inventory with a Possible Siculo-Arabie 
Intervention", in: Zeitschrift für arabische Linguistik, 6, 7-15 
., 1990, "Al-Miklem Malti: A contribution to Arabie Lexical 
Dialectology", in: British Society f or Middle Eastern Studies Bulletin, 17, 2, 
171-180 
, 1990a, The Study of Arabic in Malta, Louvain: Orientaliste [Translated 
from the Maltese by Vincenz P. Borg and Francine Geraci] 
Amari, Michele, 1880, Biblioteca arabo-sicula, versione italiano, Torino e 
Roma [Reprinted in 1982] 
, 1933-39, Storia dei musulmani di Sicilia, 3 vols, revised by С. Nallino, 
Catania 
, 1971, Le epigrafi arabiche di Sicilia, 2nd edition, Palermo 
Anawati, Georges C, 1975, "Factors and Effects of Arabization and 
Islamization in Medieval Egypt and Syria", in: S. Vryonis jr. (ed.), Islam 
and Cultural Change in the Middle Ages, 4th Giorgio Levi della Vida 
Biennial Conference, Wiesbaden, 17-41 
Anonymous, 1754, Review of Agius De Soldanis 1750, in: Journal Etranger, 
vol.ii, 234ff 
Aquilina, Joseph, 1949, A Comparative Study in mixed Maltese, Malta: Lux 
Press 
, 1958, "Maltese as a Mixed Language", in: Journal of Semitic Studies, 3, 
58-79 
, 1959, The Structure of Maltese: A Study in Mixed Grammar and 
Vocabulary, Malta: The Royal University 
, 1961, Papers in Maltese Linguistics, Malta: University Press 
, 1965, Maltese, A Complete Course for Beginners, London: English 
Universities Press 
, 1969, Nomi maltesi di pesci, molluschi e crostacei del Méditer rano, 
Malta: The University Press 
, 1970, Papers in Maltese Linguistics, Malta: The University Press [Reprint 
from 1961] 
, 1971, "Due epoche linguistiche nella lingua maltese", in: Journal of 
Maltese Studies, 7, 1-36 
, 1972, A Comparative Dictionary of Maltese Proverbs, Malta: The Royal 
University 
, 1976, Maltese Linguistic Surveys, Malta: The University Press 
, 1978, "Languages in Contact in Malta", in: Journal of Maltese Studies, 
12, 45-62 
, 1987, Maltese-English Dictionary, Malta: Midsea Books 
, and B.S.J, lsserlin, 1981, A Survey of Contemporary Dialectal Maltese, 
Vol. I: Gozo, Leeds: The University Press 
Arberry, A.J., 1960, A Maltese Anthology, Oxford: The Clarendon Press 
REFERENCES 111 
Barbera, D.G., 1939, Dizionario maltese-arabo-italiano, con una grammatica 
comparata arabo-maltese, Beyrouth 
, 1939a, Dizionario Maltese-Arabo-Italiano, Vols. 1-4, Beyrouth: 
Imprimerie Catholique, 1939-1940 
Beckmann, Johann, 1971, Literatur der älteren Reisebeschreibungen, Genève 
[Reprint from Göttingen 1807-1809] 
Bellanti, Avvenimenti per la ristorazione della lingua maltese, National Malta 
Library Ms 446 
Bellerman, J.J., 1809, Phoeniciae Linguae Vestigiae in Meatensi, Berlin 
Bin-Bovingdon, Rodrig, 1978, "Further Comments on Peter Caxaro's 
Cantilena", 'm: Journal of Maltese Studies, 12, 106-118 
Björnstahl, J.J., 1780-83, Briefe auf seinen ausländischen Reisen an den 
königlichen Bibliothekar С. С. Gjörwell in Stockholm. Aus dem 
Schwedischen übersetzt von J.E. (&C.H.) Groskurd. Zweite verbesserte 
Auflage, Leipzig-Rostock: J.C. Koppe 
Blau, Joshua, 1977, The Beginnings of the Arabic Diglossia: A Study of the 
Origins of Neo-Arabic, Malibu: Undena [ = Afroasiatic Linguistics, 4:4] 
, 1981, The Emergence and Linguistic Background of Judaeo-Arabic: a 
Study of the Origins of Middle Arabic, 2nd edition, Jerusalem: Ben Zwi 
Institute [First Edition: London 1965] 
, 1988, Studies in Middle Arabic and its Judaeo-Arabic Variety, Leiden: 
E.J. Brill 
, and Hopkins.Simon, 1984, "On Early Judaeo-Arabic Orthography", in: 
Zeitschrift für arabische Linguistik, 12, 9-27 
Blouet, Brian, 1984, The Story of Malta, Malta: The Progress Press [Revised 
edition of 1967] 
Bonelli, Luigi, 1897, "Il dialetto maltese", in: Supplimentiperiodici 
all'Archivio Glottologico Italiano, 53-98 
, 1899, "Il dialetto maltese", in: Supplimenti periodici all'Archivio 
Glottologico Italiano, 37-70 
, 1900, "Il dialetto maltese", in: Supplimenti periodici all'Archivio 
Glottologico Italiano, 1-68 
, 1907, "Il dialetto maltese", in: Supplimenti periodici all'Archivio 
Glottologico Italiano, 1-50 
Borg, Albert, 1975, Elementi per un'ortografìa fonemica del maltese, Roma 
[Unpublished Tesi di Laurea] 
Borg, Alexander, 1978, A Historical and Comparative Phonology and 
Morphology of Maltese, Jerusalem [Unpublished doctoral thesis] 
, 1985, Cypriot Arabic: A Historical and Comparative Investigation into the 
Phomology and Morphology of the Arabic Vernacular Spoken by the 
Maronites ofKormakiti Village in the Kyrenia District of N.W.Cyprus, 
Wiesbaden: F. Steiner 
Bradford, Ernie, 1961, The Great Siege: Malta 1565, Harmondsworth: Penguin 
Books 
Bresc, Henri, 1975, "The 'Secrezia' and the Royal Patrimony in Malta: 1240-
1450", in: Anthony T. Luttrell (ed.), Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta 
before the Knights, London: The British School at Rome, 126-162 
112 REFERENCES 
Briffa, Charles, 1989 "Maltese Orthography: Uniformity Through Etymology or 
Phonology?", in: Hilary A. Clews (Ed.), The Malta Year Book 1989, Malta: 
De La Salle Brothers 
Brincat, Joseph M.,1986, "Critica testuale della Cantilena di Pietro Сахаго", 
in: Journal of Maltese Studies, Malta, 16, 1-21 
, 1991, Malta 870-1054, Al-Himyarf's Account, Malta: Said International 
Brockelmann, Carl, 1961, Grundriß der vergleichenden Grammatik der 
semitischen Sprachen, Hildesheim: Georg Holms [Reprint of 1908-13] 
Buhagiar, Mario, 1975, "Medieval Churches in Malta", in: Anthony T. Luttrell 
(ed.), Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the Knights, London: The 
British School at Rome, 163-180 
Busuttil, E.D., 1977, Kalepin (Dizzjunariu) Malti-Ingliz, 5th edition, Malta 
Busuttil, V., 1900, English-Maltese Dictionary, Malta 
, 1942, Dizzjunariu mill Malti ghall-Inglis, Malta 
Cagiano de Azevedo, Michelangelo, 1975, "Medieval Buildings Excavated at 
Tas-Silg and San Pawl Milqi in Malta", in: Anthony T. Luttrell (ed.), 
Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the Knights, London: The British 
School at Rome, 88-95 
Carter, M.G., Arab Linguistics, An Introductory Classical Text with Translation 
and Notes, Amsterdam: John Benjamins 
Caruana, A.A., 1899, Frammento critico della storia fenicio-cartaginese, greco-
romana a bizantina, musulmana e normanno-aragonese delle isole di Malta, 
Malta 
Caruana, A.E., 18%, Sull'origine della lingua maltese: studio storico, 
etnografico e filologico. Malta 
., 1903, Vocabulario della lingua maltese preceduto da un compendio di 
grammatica della stessa favella. Malta 
Cassar Pullicino, Joseph., 1947, "Id-Djalogi ta' De Soldanis", in: li-Malti, 
Malta, 99-125 
, 1947a, "Unpublished Maltese Dictionaries", in: Scientia, Malta, 13, 36-
44, 124-137 
, 1962, Kitba w Kittieba tal-Malti, l-ewwel ktieb: sas-seklu tmintax, Malta: 
The University Press 
, 1964, Kitba w Kittieba tal-Malti, it-tieni ktieb, Malta: The University 
Press 
, 1975, "Norman Legends in Malta", in: Anthony T. Luttrell (ed.), 
Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the Knights, London: The British 
School at Rome, 96-103 
, 1990, "Two Unknown Writings by M.A. Vassalli", in: Melita Historica, 
Malta: The Malta Historical Society, 10, 3, 293-314 
Cassola, Arnold, 1990, "Two Short Studies", in: Melita Historica, Malta: The 
Malta Historical Society, 10, 3, 283-292 [Contains 1. Girolamo Spinola 
(1686-1721): Last Possessor of the Regole per la lingua maltese; 2. An 
Alternative Meaning for 'achar' in G.F. Bonamico's Sonetto] 
Ciantar, Giovannantonio, 1771, Malta Illustrata, Malta 
Cohen, David, 1966, "Le système phonologique du maltais: Aspects 
synchroniques et diachroniques", in: Journal of Maltese Studies, Malta, 3, 1-
26 
REFERENCES 113 
, 1970, "Koinè, langues communes et dialectes arabes", in: David Cohen, 
Études de linguistique sémitique et arabe. Mouton, The Hague & Paris, 105-
125 
Comrie, Bernard, 1985, Review of Versteegh 1984, in: Linguistics, 23, 496-498 
Cowan, William, 1975, "Caxaro's Cantilena: A Checkpoint for Change", in: 
Journal of Maltese Studies, Malta, 10, 4-10 
Cremona, Antonio, 1925, Xinhu l-Malti safi, Tahdita li nqrâl flaqgha tal-
Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti fl-1 ta'Manu 1925 fil-Palazzo De La Salle, 
Malta: Empire Press 
, 1940, Vassalli and his Times: A Biography, Malta: Giov. Muscat, 
(translated by May Butcher, from the revised and amended original Maltese 
Text) [Originally published in Maltese in Il-Malti] 
, 1945, A Historical Review of the Maltese Language, Malta: StJoseph's 
Institute 
, 1958, "The Study and Teaching of Maltese", in: Journal of the Faculty of 
Arts, Malta: The University Press, I, 2, 117-120 
Cumbo, Salvatore, 1839, Piano di pubblica istruzione. Malta 
Cutajar, Dominic, & Carmel Cassar, 1984, "Malta's Role in Mediterranean 
Affairs: 1530-1699", in: Mid-Med Bank Limited, Report and Accounts, 1984, 
Malta, 38-71 
Degiorgio, D., 1964, Dizzjunarju tekniku Ingliz-Malti, Malta: Union Press 
Diem, Werner, 1978, "Divergenz und Konvergenz im Arabischen", in: 
Arabica, 25, 128-148 
Falzon, G.B., 1845, Dizionario maltese-italiano-inglese, Malta 
., 1882, Dizionario italiano-inglese-maltese, Malta 
Fenech, Edward, 1978, Contemporary Journalistic Maltese. An Analytical and 
Comparative Study, Leiden: E.J. Brill 
Ferguson, Charles A, 1959, "The Arabic Koine", in: Language, 35, 616-630 
, 1959a, "Diglossia", in: Word, 15, 325-340 
Fischer, Wolfdietrich, 1961, "Die Sprache der arabischen Sprachinseln in 
Uzbekistan", in: Der Islam, 36, 232-263 
, and Otto Jastrow (eds.). 1980, Handbuch der arabischen Dialekte, 
Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz 
Fishman, Joshua Α., 1972, The Sociology of Language: An Interdisciplinary 
Social Science Approach to Language in Society, Rowley, Massachusetts: 
Newbury House Publishers 
Fück, Johann, 1955, Arabîya: Recherches sur l'histoire de la langue et du style 
arabe, Paris: M. Didier 
Galea, Joseph, 1965, Bibliography of the Great Siege of Malta, 1565-1965, 
Malta: Maltese Group of SMOM 
Gesenius, Wilhelm, 1810, Versuch über die maUesische Sprache zur 
Beurtheilung der neulich wiederhohlten Behauptung, dass sie ein Überrest 
der altpunischen sei, und als Beytrag zur arabischen Dialektologie, Leipzig: 
Fr. Chr. Wilh. Vogel 
Grech, Prosper, 1961, "Are there any Traces of Punic in Maltese?", in: Journal 
of Maltese Studies, Malta, 1, 130-138 
Grohmann, Adolf, 1971, Arabische Paläographie, II. Teil, Wien 
114 REFERENCES 
Haugen, Einar, 1966, "Dialect, Language, Nation", in: American 
Anthropologist, 68, 922-935 
, 1987, Blessings of Babel, Bilingualism and Language Planning, Problems 
and Pleasures, Berlin, New York, Amsterdam: Mouton de Gruyter [= 
Contributions to the Sociology of Language, 46] 
Heine, Bernd, 1970, Status and Use of African Lingua Francas, IFO-Institut fur 
Wirtschaftsforschung, München, Africa-Studies Series, no. 49, München: 
Wetforum Verlag 
Hitti, Philip K., 1974, History of the Arabs, London: MacMillan 
Huber, Cecile, 1982, Variation linguistique dans le cadre du bilinguisme à 
Malte. Linguistische Variation im Rahmen der Zweisprachigkeit auf Malta, 
Graz [Unpublished dissertation] 
Jastrow, Otto, 1973, Daragözu: Eine arabische Mundart der Kozluk-Sason-
Gruppe (Sudostanatolien), Nürnberg: H. Carl 
, 1977, "Gedanken zum zypriotischen Arabisch", in: Zeitschrift der 
deutschen morgenländischen Gesellschaft, 127, 258-286 
, 1978, Die mesopotamisch-Arabischen Qdltu-Dialekte. I. Phonologie und 
Morphologie, Wiesbaden: F. Steiner 
, 1981, Die mesopotamisch-Arabischen Qdbu-Dialekte. II. Volkskundliche 
Texte in elf Dialekten, Wiesbaden: F. Steiner 
Juynboll, Wilhelmina Maria Cornelia, 1931, Zeventiende-eeuwsche beoefenaars 
van het Arabisch in Nederland, Utrecht: Kemink 
Kieffer, Charles M., 1980, "L'arabe et les arabophones de Bactriane 
(Afghanistan). I. Situation ethnique et linguistique", in: Die Welt des Islams, 
20, 178-196 
Koster, Adrianus, 1984, Prelates and Politicians in Malta: changing power-
balances between Church and State in a Mediterranean island fortress 1800-
1976, Assen 
Кгіег, Fernande, 1976, Le Maltais au contact de l'Italien: étude phonologique, 
grammaticale et sémantique, Hamburg: Helmut Buske [= Forum 
Phoneticum, 15] 
Kuhn, Walter, 1934, Deutsche Sprachinselforschung: Geschichte, Aufgaben, 
Verfahren, Plauen in Vogtl.: G. Wolff [=Ostdeutsche Forschungen, 2] 
Laferla, A.V., 1938, British Malta, vol. 1:1800-1872, Valletta: Royal Malta 
Library 
, 1947, British Malta, vol. II: 1872-1921, Valletta: Aquilina for the Royal 
Malta Library 
Lewis, A.R., 1951, Naval Power and Trade in the Mediterranean, AD 500-
1100, Princeton: The University Press 
Luke, Harry, 1960, Malta: An Account and an Appreciation, 2nd. edition, 
revised and enlarged, London [etc.]: Harrap 
Luttrell, Anthony T. (ed.), 1975, Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the 
Knights, London: The British School at Rome 
, 1975a, "Approaches to Medieval Malta", in: Anthony T. Luttrell (ed.), 
Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the Knights, London: The British 
School at Rome, 1-70 
Magro, E., 1984, English and Maltese Dictionary. Part I: A - L, Malta 
REFERENCES 115 
Mamo, S., 1885, English-Maltese Dictionary, Malta 
Marcáis, William, 1961, "Comment l'Afrique du Nord a été arabisée", in: 
William Marcáis, Articles et conférences, Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 171-
192 
Marshall, David, 1971, "A Social and Historical Commentary on 'the 
Dialogues' of De Soldants", in: Journal of Maltese Studies, Malta, 6, 1-33 
, 1971, History of the Maltese Language in Local Education, Malta: The 
University Press 
Mifsud, I.S., 1764, Biblioteca Maltese, Malta: Nel Palazzo e Stamperia di 
S.A.S. 
Newton, Brian, 1964, "An Arabic-Greek Dialect", in: Word, 20, 3, Sup. 43-52 
Nöldeke, Theodor, 1904, Review of Stumme 1904, in: Zeitschrift der deutschen 
morgenländischen Geselbchaft, 58, 903-920 
Pontieri, E., 1927, Rerum Italiarum Scriptores, NS v, part 2, Bologna 
Preca, Annibale, 1880, Saggio intomo alla lingua maltese come affine 
dell'ebraico, Malta 
, 1904, Sull'origine della lingua maltese: studio storico, etnografico e 
filologico. Malta 
, 1905, Malta Cananea ossia investigazioni filologico-etimologiche nel 
linguaggio maltese. Malta 
Prevaes, Math, 1989, "Some Aspects of the History of Standard Maltese", in: 
Klaus D. Dutz (Hrsg.), Speculum historiographiae linguisticae: Kurzbeiträge 
ICHoLSIV, Trier, 24-27 August 1987, Münster: Nodus, 61-68 
Runciman, Steven, 1958, The Sicilian Vesper, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press 
Sasse, Hans-Jürgen, 1971, Linguistische Analyse des arabischen Dialekts der 
Mhallamtye in der Provinz Mardin (Südosttürkei), Diss. Univ. München 
Saydon, P.P., 1953, "Bibliographical Aids to the Study of Maltese", in: 
Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 12, 20-30, 124-133 
, 1956, "The pre-Arabie Latin Element in Maltese Toponomy", Orbis, V, 
1, 191-197 
Schaben, Peter, 1976, Laut- und Formenlehre des Maltesischen anhand zweier 
Mundarten, Erlangen: Palm & Enke [=Erlanger Studien, 16] 
Serracino Inglott, Erin, 1975, Il-Miklem Malti: Gabra tal-kliem li jinsab fl-ilsien 
Malxi, Malta: Klabb Kotba Maltin, Vols. 1-9 1975-89. 
Sîrat, Abdul-Sattâr, 1973, "Notes on the Arabie Dialect spoken in the Balkh 
Region of Afghanistan (annotated by Ebbe Egede Knudsen)", in: Acta 
Orientalia, 35, 89-101 
Sokolova, Bojka, 1983, Die albanische Mundart von Mandrica, Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz [=Balkanologische Veröffentlichungen, 6] 
Soravia, Giulio, 1988, "Il maltese come 'test' linguistico", in: Archivio 
Glottologico Italiano, 73, 1, 55-57 
Stumme, Hans, 1904, Maltesische Studien. Eine Sammlung prosaischer und 
poetischer Texte in maltesischer Sprache nebst Erläuterungen, Leipzig: J.C. 
Hinrichs [=Leipziger Semitistische Studien, I Bd., H.4] 
, 1904a, Maltesische Märchen, Gedichte und Rätsel in deutscher 
Übersetzung, Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs [=Leipziger Semitistische Studien, I 
Bd., H.5] 
116 REFERENCES 
und Bertha lig, 1909, Maltesische Volkslieder im Urtext mit deutscher 
Übersetzung, Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs [=Leipziger Semitistische Studien, III 
Bd.. H.6) 
Sutcliffe, Edmund F., 1936, A Grammar of the Maltese Language with 
Chrestomathy and Vocabulary, London: Oxford University Press 
Talaat, Ahmad, 1978, Dizzjunariu Malti-Gharbi, Malta 
Talbi, Mohammed, 1966, L 'Emirate aghlabide 184-296 (800-909), Histoire 
politique, Paris 
Tsiapera, Maria, 1969, A Descriptive Analysis ofCypriot Maronite Arabic, The 
Hague: Mouton [=Janua Linguarum, Series Practica, 66] 
Vasiliev, A.A., 1950, Byzance et les Arabes II: La dynastie macédonienne (867-
959), 2e partie, Bruxelles 
Velia, Francis, 1843, Dizionario portatile delle lingue maltese, italiana, inglese, 
Livorno 
Versteegh, Cornells H.M., 1984, Pidginization and Creolization: The Case of 
Arabie, Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins [=Amsterdam Studies in 
the Theory and History of Linguistic Science, Series IV: Current Issues in 
Linguistic Theory, 33] 
Wettinger, Godfrey, 1973, "Arabo-Berber Influences in Malta: Onomastic 
Evidence", in: Actes du 1er Congrès d'études des cultures méditerranéennes 
d'influence Arabo-Berbère, Algiers, 484-495 
, 1975, "The Lost Villages and Hamlets of Malta", in: Anthony T. Luttrell 
(ed.). Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the Knights, London: The 
British School at Rome, 181-216 
, 1979, "Late Medieval Judaeo-Arabic Poetry in Vatican MS.411. Links 
with Maltese and Sicilian Arabic", in: Journal of Maltese Studies, Malta, 13, 
1-18 
, 1984, "The Arabs in Malta", in: Mid-Med Bank Limited, Report and 
Accounts, 1984, Malta, 23-37 
Wienand, Adam (ed.), 1970, Der Johanniter-Orden. Der Malteser-Orden. Der 
ritterliche Orden des heiligen Johannes vom Spital zu Jerusalem. Seine 
Aufgaben, seine Geschichte, Köln: Wienand-Verlag 
Winkelmann, E., 1880, Acta Imperii Inedita seculi XIII et XIV, I, Innsbruck 
Xuereb, Paul, 1978, A Bibliography of Maltese Bibliographies, Malta: The 
University Press 
Zwettler, Michael, 1978, The Oral Tradition of Classical Arabic Poetry: Its 
Character and Implications, Columbus (Ohio) 
SAMENVATTING 
Het Makees is de officiële en nationale taal van de Republiek Malta, een kleine ei-
landengroep in het centrum van de Middellandse Zee. Taalkundig onderzoek heeft 
aangetoond, dat deze taal qua structuur nauw aansluit bij de grote groep van de 
Arabische dialecten, en dus linguïstisch gezien als een Arabisch dialect beschouwd 
mag worden. Binnen de Arabische dialecten neemt het Maltees een uitzonderlijke 
plaats in. Op de eerste plaats behoort het tot de groep van de Arabische taaieilan-
den, dat wil zeggen tot die groep van dialecten, die geïsoleerd geraakt zijn en geen 
contacten meer hebben met het centrale Arabische taalgebied. Op de tweede plaats 
is het Maltees het enige Arabische dialect dat gestandaardiseerd is en een geschre-
ven vorm kent die bovendien nog gebaseerd is op het Latijnse alfabet. In sociaal-
politiek opzicht is het Maltees geenszins een Arabisch dialect. Hoe klein het ver-
spreidingsgebied van het Maltees ook is, het is een zelfstandige taal met zijn eigen 
vastgestelde regels en zijn eigen alfabet. 
Hoewel de taalkundige positie van het hedendaagse Maltees ten opzichte van het 
Arabisch min of meer vastligt, is de historische relatie tussen beide talen nog steeds 
een punt van discussie. Uit historische bronnen is gebleken, dat reeds in de zes-
tiende eeuw bekend was, dat deze taal verwant is met het Arabisch. Onbekend was 
echter, hoe deze verwantschap ontstaan was. Malta was immers een Europese ei-
landengroep, die volgens de Handelingen der Apostelen reeds in een zeer vroeg 
stadium, in het jaar 60 na Christus, door de apostel Paulus tot het christendom be-
keerd was. Hoe was het te verklaren, dat mensen die al vanaf de eerste eeuw van 
onze jaartelling christelijk waren, een taal spraken die verwant was aan de taal van 
de Islam? Volgens de traditionele opvattingen, die in de zeventiende eeuw zijn 
ontstaan, werd er in de tijd voor de Islamitische verovering op Malta een vorm van 
het oude Phoenicisch of Punisch gesproken, een mening die bevestigd werd door 
het bestaan van inscripties in deze taal Doordat de Maltese bevolking reeds een 
Semitische taal sprak, zo was de opvatting, kon zij zonder veel moeite het Arabisch 
van de bezetter overnemen, zonder dat zij haar Christelijke geloof hoefde op te ge-
ven. In de achttiende eeuw ontstond zelfs de theorie, dat het Maltees een overblijf-
sel van het oude Punisch was en geen Arabisch dialect. Een nadere bestudering van 
de gebeurtenissen rond de verovering van Malta door de Arabieren is noodzakelijk 
om een beter beeld van de arabisatie en eventuele islamisatie van de archipel te 
krijgen. 
Uh het weinige beschikbare bronnenmateriaal blijkt, dat Malta in de negende eeuw 
na Christus door de Aghlabieden, de machthebbers van Ifrîqiyâ, werd veroverd als 
onderdeel van de verovering van Sicilië. Hoe de verovering precies verliep is niet 
bekend, maar enige bronnen vermelden dat de Aghlabieden ongewoon geweldda-
dig optraden tegenover de christelijke bevolking. Dit wordt bevestigd door archeo-
logische vondsten, die wijzen op de verwoesting van een kerk tijdens de tweede 
helft van de negende eeuw. Lange tijd was er niets of weinig bekend over de toe-
stand in Malta onder Islamitisch bestuur. Een onlangs herontdekt tekstfragment 
van de Arabische geograaf al-Himyarï heeft meer licht geworpen op deze periode 
in de Maltese geschiedenis. Al-Himyarï vermeldt namelijk dat de Moslims bij de 
verovering van Malta in 870 AD ongewoon hard optraden: gebouwen werden 
verwoest en de bevolking als slaaf weggevoerd. De eilanden werden onbewoond 
achtergelaten. Pas toen in de loop van de elfde eeuw de dreiging vanuit Europa te 
groot werd, werd Malta opnieuw bevolkt door een Arabisch-sprekende bevolking. 
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Indiai de door аІ-Нітуал vermelde gebeurtenissen waar zijn, en er is weinig reden 
hieraan te twijfelen, dan wordt de oorsprong van het Mahees duidelijk: door de 
herbevolking van de Maltese eilanden is het Arabisch op Malta terechtgekomen. 
De door de oorspronkelijke bevolking gesproken taal, of dit nu inderdaad Punisch 
was of niet, is met de oorspronkelijke bevolking verdwenen. 
Malta werd in 1090 door de Noorman Roger onderworpen, maar de Islamitische 
invloed bleef aanwezig tot rond 1250. Dit is onder andere gebleken uh archeologi­
sche vondsten uh de twaalfde en dertiende eeuw, zoals grafstenen met Islamitische 
teksten, maar ook uh ooggetuigeverslagen. Het einde van de Islamitische cultuur 
op Maha werd vermoedelijk ingeluid door de verdrijving van de Moslims uh Sicilië 
door Frederik Π van Hohenstaufen, hoewel deze periode uh de Maltese geschie­
denis nog zeer onduidelijk genoemd mag worden. Historisch gezien komt Maha in 
rustiger vaarwater terecht, als deel van het rijk van Anjou en later Aragon. De 
Maltese archipel is in deze tijd politiek gezien nauw met Sicilië verbonden, hetgeen 
onder andere blijkt uh akten uh het Notariële Archief van Maha. Zo waren de no-
tarissen, zo zij al niet van Siciliaanse afkomst waren, op Sicilië opgeleid, evenals 
andere hoger opgeleiden, zoals artsen en priesters. Wettingers studie naar de 
Joodse bevolking van Maha in de late Middeleeuwen toont aan, dat ook deze 
bevolkingsgroep nauwe banden onderhield met onder andere Joodse gemeen-
schappen op Sicilië. 
De Joodse gemeenschap op Maha gebruikte voor haar correspondentie, zoals dat 
gebruikelijk was, het Joods-Arabisch. Dh is een bijzondere vorm van het geschre-
ven Arabisch, niet alleen vanwege het feit dat gebruik werd gemaakt van het 
Hebreeuwse alfabet in plaats van het Arabische, maar vooral door het feh dat er in 
deze teksten dialectinvloeden zijn opgenomen, die normaal gesproken niet voor-
komen in geschreven Arabisch. De ontdekking van een aantal Joods-Arabische 
teksten afkomstig uit Maha leidde in Maha tot de hoop dat deze teksten meer licht 
zouden kunnen werpen op de vorm van het Mahees in de late Middeleeuwen. 
Helaas is het karakter van Joods-Arabische teksten zodanig, dat het meestal niet 
mogelijk is met zekerheid uitspraak te kunnen over specifieke dialectkenmerken 
van het onderliggende dialect, in dh geval het Mahees, of meer exact gezegd, de 
door de Maltees-Joodse gemeenschap gebruikte variant van het Mahees. Uh een 
analyse van deze teksten is inderdaad gebleken dat zij zeer nauw aansluiten bij de 
algemene Joods-Arabische traditie en nauwelijks conclusies omtrent de gesproken 
taal toelaten. Hoewel deze teksten dus minder belangrijk zijn gebleken voor een 
studie van de historische ontwikkeling van het Mahees dan werd gehoopt bij hun 
ontdekking, leveren zij het bewijs, dat er op Maha in ieder geval tot aan het einde 
van de vijftiende eeuw contact bestond met het Arabische Schrifttum, in ieder 
geval vanuit de Joodse bevolkingsgroep. Of deze contacten echter van invloed zijn 
geweest op de taal van het Christelijke deel van de bevolking mag worden betwij-
feld. Met het verdrijven van de Joodse gemeenschap in 1492 werden de contacten 
met het Arabische taalgebied definitief verbroken. 
Door de vestiging van de Johannieter Orde op de Maltese eilanden in 1530 
verandert de Maltese samenleving drastisch. Nadat een beleg door de Turken in 
1565 met succes wordt afgeslagen, besluit de Orde zich voorgoed op Maha te ves-
tigen. Rond de Grote Haven van Maha ontslaan nieuwe steden die omgeven zijn 
door enorme vestingwerken. De grote investeringen trekken veel immigranten aan, 
waardoor er een sterke bevolkingsgroei optreedt, met name in de nieuwe steden. 
Ook in taalkundig opzicht treden veranderingen op. De invloed van het Siciliaans 
neemt af en het Italiaans wordt naast het Latijn als schrijftaal gebruikt. Het Mahees 
wordt steeds meer de taal van het gewone volk, terwijl de hogere klassen Italiaans 
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spreken. Vooral in de steden neemt de invloed van het Italiaans op de plaatselijke 
dialecten toe. In een overzicht van de verschillende dialecten die op Мака en Gozo 
gesproken worden aan het einde van de achttiende eeuw wijst de Maltese taalge­
leerde Mikiel Anton Vassalli er reeds op, dat er in principe twee grote dialect-
groepen bestaan: de stadsdialecten, gesproken in het ge-urbaniseerde gebied 
rondom de Grote Haven, en de plattelandsdialecten, die in de rest van Malta en op 
Gozo gesproken worden. De verschillen tussen beide groepen liggen vooral op 
fonologisch en lexicaal gebied, waarbij de stadsdialecten duidelijk sterker beïnvloed 
zijn door het Italiaans dan de plattelandsdialecten. Vooral op Gozo is het dialect in 
vergelijking tot de stadsdialecten zeer archaïsch. 
Voor het einde van de achttiende eeuw is het Maltees vooral spreektaal. Slechts 
een zeer klein aantal teksten is in het Maltees geschreven. De oudste bekende 
Maltese tekst is de Cantilena, een gedicht van twintig regels dat gevonden werd in 
de akten van notaris Brandano de Caxario uit dejaren 1533 tot 1536. Volgens de 
inleiding bij het gedicht is het gedicht geschreven door Caxario's voorvader Peter 
Caxaro, die in de vijftiende eeuw leefde. Uh een analyse van dit gedicht blijkt, dat 
het Maltees zoals dat in dit gedicht gebruikt wordt, in zijn positie ten opzichte van 
het Klassiek Arabisch dicht bij de groep van de sedentaire Arabische dialecten 
staat. In tegenstelling tot de uit Malta afkomstige Joods-Arabische teksten, die in 
dezelfde periode geschreven zijn, geeñ de Cantilena de spreektaal weer, zonder 
enige invloed van het Klassiek Arabisch. Opvallend in de Cantilena is het geringe 
aantal niet-Arabische woorden in de tekst. 
In de zeventiende en vroege achttiende eeuw ontstaat een toenemend interesse in 
de Maltese taal, vooral ook onder de Orderidders. Enkelen onder hen stelden 
woordenboeken en grammatica's van het Maltees samen, die echter op één uitzon-
dering na in de loop der tijd verdwenen zijn. Slecht één manuscript, met de titel 
Regole per la lingua maltese, is onlangs herontdekt en uitgegeven. Het manuscript 
bevat naast een korte grammatica van het Maltees een woordenlijst Italiaans-Mal-
tees, een woordenlijst Maltees-Italiaans en een Italiaans-Mahese woordenlijst van 
militaire commando's. Opvallend in dit manuscript is dat voor de weergave van het 
Maltees gebruik wordt gemaakt van een tiental Arabische lettertekens. Ook wordt 
in het manuscript erop gewezen, dat het Maltees een dialect van het Arabisch is. 
In de vroege achttiende eeuw publiceert de Duitse oriëntalist Maius de theorie dat 
het Maltees geen Arabisch dialect, maar een overblijfsel van de oude Punische taal 
is. Hoewel deze theorie veel kritiek ondervindt van de kant van Duitse en Franse 
oriëntalisten, wordt zij door Maltese taalgeleerden met enthousiasme ontvangen en 
gesteund. Vooral Agius De Soldanis is een vurig aanhanger van deze theorie, die 
hij als uitgangspunt neemt voor zijn streven het Maltees tot schrijftaal te ontwik-
kelen. Door te benadrukken dat het Maltees een nog levende vorm van het Punisch 
is, kon hij het belang van de standaardisering van zijn taal verdedigen. Daarbij had 
de Punische theorie het voordeel, dat zij een verklaring voor de oorsprong van het 
Maltees gaf die beter paste bij de heersende inzichten over de geschiedenis van 
Malta en het Christelijke geloof van de Mahezers. ImmeTs, als het Maltese Punisch 
de Arabische overheersing heeft kunnen overleven, dan is er ook geen twijfel 
mogelijk over de religieuze standvastigheid van het Maltese volk onder het juk van 
de Islamitische onderdrukkers. Hoewel de Punische theorie in de wereld van de 
oriëntalistiek al snel verworpen werd, bleef zij op Malta nog zeer lang populair. 
Het aanhangen van deze theorie is vaak gezien als een remmende factor voor de 
studie en de ontwikkeling van het Maltees. Hierbij dient echter te worden opge-
merkt, dat door deze theorie het interesse voor de oorsprong van het Maltees pas 
serieus op gang gekomen is, zeker bij de Mahezers zelf 
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Hoewel Aghis De Soldanis de eerste was die de standaardisering van het Maltees 
nastreefde, was het Mikiel Anton Vassalli die het fundament voor het moderne 
Maltees legde. Deze Maltese taalgeleerde, die over het Maltees publiceerde tussen 
1790 en 1828, was de eerste die niet alleen een eigen alfabet ontwierp voor het 
Maltees, maar ook vaste regels opstelde voor de Maltese Orthografie, gebaseerd op 
het Semitische karakter van de taal. Daarnaast was hij de eerste die vaststelde dat 
het voor de ontwikkeling van het Maltees noodzakelijk was de onderwijssituatie op 
Malta drastisch te verbeteren. Door zijn politieke activiteiten tegen de Maltezer 
RiddeTs werd hij echter verbannen voordat hij zijn plannen voor een school waar in 
het Maltees zou worden onderwezen had kunnen verwezenlijken. Pas tegen het 
einde van zijn leven werd het hem toegestaan naar Malta terug te keren. Daar 
bezette hij tot zijn dood de eerste leerstoel voor het Maltees aan de Universiteit 
van Malta. 
Met Vassalli's pionierswerk is het standaardiseringsproces op gang gekomen, 
onder andere door de eisen die aan de taal gesteld worden vanuit het onderwijs. In 
de negentiende eeuw, wanneer Malta onder Brits gezag gekomen is, neemt de 
aandacht voor de onderwijssituatie toe. Meer en meer is men van mening, dat het 
onderwijs alleen verbeterd kan worden door de kinderen in hun eigen taal te 
onderwijzen, en niet in het Italiaans, zoals dat in die dagen gebruikelijk is. Op dat 
moment blijkt duidelijk dat het vrijwel onmogelijk is het Maltees in het onderwijs in 
te bouwen, omdat de taal er niet genoeg ontwikkeld voor is. 
Het standaardiseringsproces van het Maltees is goed te beschrijven aan de hand 
van de door Haugen geformuleerde vier factoren: selectie, codificatie, acceptatie 
en elaboratie van de norm. Voor Vassalli was het duidelijk dat de norm voor het 
standaard-Maltees in de plattelandsdialecten moest liggen, omdat deze dialecten 
minder beïnvloed waren door het Italiaans en andere talen. Een latere taalgeleerde, 
Panzavecchia, was tegen het gebruik van deze dialecten als normtaai, omdat ze in 
zijn ogen sociaal minder aanvaardbaar waren. Het pleit werd uiteindelijk zonder 
veel verdere discussie beslecht in het voordeel van de stadsdialecten. Bij de 
codificatie van de norm, het vastleggen van de regels van de standaardtaal, ging de 
aandacht in de eerste plaats uit naar het ontwerpen van een passend schrijfsysteem 
en minder naar het vastleggen van de grammaticale regels. Twee tegenovergestelde 
orthografische principes zijn herkenbaar in de vele verschillende schrijfsystemen die 
in de loop van de negentiende eeuw ontwikkeld worden. Het eerste principe is 
gebaseerd op de Italiaanse spellingsregels, waarbij bijvoorbeeld de uitspraak van de 
letters С en G afhankelijk is van de klinker die er op volgt. De 
achtergrondgedachte bij deze ontwerpen was, dat het leren lezen en schrijven in het 
Maltees tot doel had de schoolkinderen het leren van het Italiaans te 
vergemakkelijken. Het tweede principe was gebaseerd op de regels die Vassalli had 
opgesteld: een letter moet altijd dezelfde klank vertegenwoordigen, onafhankelijk 
van zijn klinkeromgeving, en de wortel van een woord moet altijd herkenbaar 
blijven. Deze tweede groep van schrijfsystemen werd vooral verdedigd door 
voorstanders van een positie van het Maltees die onafhankelijk is van het Italiaans, 
ook binnen het onderwijs. Beide posities waren nauw verbonden met de politieke 
opvattingen over de rol van het Italiaans en het Engels binnen de Maltese 
samenleving, waarbij de voorstanders van het Italiaans over het algemeen tegen het 
ontwikkelen van het Maltees tot een zelfstandige taal waren, terwijl de pro-Engelse 
partij voorstander was van een sterkere uitbouw van het Maltees als nationale taal 
van Malta. Deze zogenaamde 'taalstrijd' werd in 1934 beslecht in het voordeel van 
het Engels en het Maltees, waarbij de spelling opgesteld door de Ghaqda tal-
Kittieba tal-Malti als officiële spelling aanvaard werd. Een standaard grammatica 
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werd samengesteld, waarop de officiële schoolboeken gebaseerd werden en de 
leerstoel voor Maltees werd voor het eerst na de dood van Vassalli opnieuw bezet. 
De acceptatie van het Maltees als geschreven taal is groot, zoals blijkt uit de grote 
verscheidenheid aan dagbladen en tijdschriften die in het Maltees verschijnen. 
Bij een analyse van de door de Ghaqda tal-Kittieba tal-Malti ontworpen regels 
voor het Maltees blijkt duidelijk hoezeer de Maltese taalgeleerden zich hebben 
laten leiden door Europese studies van het Arabisch. Veel van de gebruikte 
grammaticale terminologie is overgenomen uit de terminologie die gebruikt wordt 
in de westerse oriëntalistiek. Ook wordt er een beroep gedaan op de Arabische 
regels voor de woordvorming, overigens vaak zonder dat deze regels in het 
gesproken Maltees (nog) productief zijn. 
Nadat de banden met de Islam verbroken waren, is er geen aantoonbare directe 
invloed van het Arabisch op de ontwikkeling het Maltees meer geweest. Toch heeft 
het Arabisch, op indirecte wijze, een grotere rol gespeeld bij de standaardisering 
van Maltees dan men op grond van de vaak uitgesproken anti-Arabische gevoelens 
van de oudere generaties van Maltese taalkundigen mocht verwachten. 
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